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INTRODUCTION 


The investigation of the dialectical relationship between structure and 
history is essential for a proper understanding of the nature and the defin¬ 
ing characteristics of any social formation in which sustainable solutions 
are being sought to the encountered problems. This is particularly impor¬ 
tant in the case of capital’s social formation, with its inexorable tendency 
toward an all-embracing, structurally embedded determination of all 
aspects of societal reproduction and the—feasible for the first time ever— 
global domination implicit in that form of development. It is therefore by 
no means accidental that in the interest of the required structural change 
Marx had to focus critical attention on the concept of social structure , in 
the historical period of crises and revolutionary explosions of the 1840s 
when he articulated his own—radically new—conception of history. 

In his first great synthesizing work, the Economic and Philosophical 
Manuscripts of 1844, Marx put into relief that in the course of modern 
historical development natural science, through its close integration with 
the material practices of capitalist industrial production, had become in 
an alienated form the basis of social life; a circumstance considered by 
Marx “a priori a lie.” 1 In his view this had to be rectified by extricating 
science itself from its alienating integument. At the same time science had 
to be retained—in a qualitatively modified form, remade as “the science of 
man” 2 in its inseparability from “the science of history”—the enriching 
and gratifying basis of actual human life. But to achieve this fundamental 
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transformation, it was absolutely necessary to understand and lay bare the 
deep-seated structural determinations through which the creative poten¬ 
tiality of human labor, including the scientific endeavor of the social indi¬ 
viduals, had been subjugated by the alienating imperatives of 
fetishistic/uncontrollable capital-expansion and accumulation. 

For this reason the category of social structure had to acquire a semi¬ 
nal importance in the Marxian vision in a completely tangible form. 
Contrary to the speculative philosophical approaches to these problems 
dominant at the time, there could be nothing mysterious about the 
required analysis of the social structure. Nor could political vested inter¬ 
ests be allowed to obfuscate the issues at stake in the interest of specula¬ 
tively transubstantiated state-apologetics. 

As far back as 1845 Marx forcefully underscored, in his contribution 
to the book written with Engels, The German Ideology, that in the envis¬ 
aged theoretical analysis all of the relevant factors were amenable to 
empirical observation and rational assessment. For the overall conceptual 
framework of explanation had to be made fully intelligible on the basis of 
the ongoing practices of societal reproduction in which the particular 
human beings happened to be constantly engaged in their daily fife. In 
this sense Marx insisted that the only valid theoretical investigation was a 
type capable of bringing to the fore 

without any mystification and speculation the connection of the social 
and political structure with production. The social structure and the state 
are constantly evolving out of the life-process of definite individuals. 3 

This demystifying theoretical approach, which concerned not only 
the conditions of Marx’s own time but had a general validity as a struc¬ 
turally anchored historical explanation for the past as well as for the 
future, served a radical emancipatory purpose under the circumstances of 
the revolutionary explosions of the 1840s. And it continues to have a vital 
emancipatory mandate ever since that time. 

By focusing attention on the actual life-process of the social individu¬ 
als who were engaged in capitalistically alienating industrial production, 
it became possible to perceive, in Marx’s words, “the necessity, and at the 
same time the condition, of a transformation both of industry and the 
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social structure .” 4 That is to say, it became possible to see both the neces¬ 
sity of a profound transformation itself and the objective nature of the con¬ 
ditions that had to be changed. And the latter corresponded to the struc¬ 
turally determined characteristics of social life, highlighting at the same 
time the deepening severity of the crisis itself. For it was the innermost 
structural determination of these objective conditions themselves that 
called for the tangible and far-reaching practical leverage indicated by 
Marx. Due to the inherent characteristics of the encountered problems, 
the required leverage for successfully overcoming the historical crisis 
could not be other than the radical transformation of industry and the 
social structure. 

This is why in Marx’s view a change in the political circumstances 
alone could not match the magnitude of the historic task. What was really 
needed was nothing less than a qualitative structural change capable of 
embracing the fundamental modality of societal reproduction in its 
entirety. Naturally, that kind of change had to include the political 
domain, with all of its general legislative as well as more limited local reg¬ 
ulatory institutions. But it could not be confined to the political field. For 
in their traditional way even the greatest political upheavals of the past 
tended to change only the ruling personnel of society while leaving the 
exploitative structural framework of material and cultural reproduction in 
its hierarchical class articulation standing. 

Thus, according to the Marxian conception, the “ social and political 
structure ” had to be transformed in its integrality, and such transforma¬ 
tion had to be accomplished by the social individuals referred to in our 
last cjuotation from The German Ideology. As Marx also made it very clear 
in another work written in the same period of revolutionary upheavals, 
the historic task had to be accomplished by the social individuals by 
restructuring “from top to bottom the conditions of their industrial and 
political existence, and consequently their whole manner of being.” 5 

The question of social structure cannot be put in its correct perspective 
without a multifaceted dialectical assessment of the complex factors and 
determinations involved. For the plain truth of the matter is that in any 
particular type of humanity’s reproductive order the social structure is 
unthinkable without its properly articulated historical dimension ; and 
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vice versa, there can be no real understanding of the historical movement 
itself without grasping at the same time the corresponding material struc¬ 
tural determinations in their specificity. 

In this sense, history and structure in the human context are always 
deeply intertwined. In other words, there can be no structure of relevance 
abstracted from history in its dynamic course of unfolding in any conceiv¬ 
able social formation, nor history as such without the associated struc¬ 
tures that bear the essential defining characteristics of the determinate 
social formation in question. 

Ignoring, for whatever reason, the substantive dialectical interrelated¬ 
ness of structure and history carries with it harmful consecjuences for the¬ 
ory. For an undialectical approach can only result either in a philosophi¬ 
cally irrelevant anecdotal depiction of historical events and personalities, 
by presenting some chronological sequence of “before and after” as its as¬ 
sumed self-justification for “story-telling,” or in a mechanical cult of 
“structuralism.” 

The first defect is well illustrated by the fact that already Aristotle 
ranked historical writing known to him as philosophically inferior to 
poetry and tragedy, in view of the anecdotal particularism of such story¬ 
telling accounts of events and circumstances, 6 in tune with the original 
Greek term of history —“istor '—which means “eye-witness.” As to the 
structuralist violation of the dialectical interconnection between structure 
and history, and its replacement by a positivistically oriented mechanical 
reductionism, the once highly influential work of Claude Levi-Strauss 
offers us a prominent example, as we shall see in considerable detail in the 
final chapter of the present study. 7 At this point a single quotation—from 
one of his most celebrated books—should suffice to make clear the anti- 
historical as well as anti-dialectical approach adopted to these problems 
by Claude Levi-Strauss: 

History is a discontinuous set composed of domains of history, each of 
which is defined by a characteristic frequency and by a differential cod¬ 
ing of before and after. ... The discontinuous and classificatory nature of 
historical knowledge emerges clearly.... In a system of this type, alleged 
historical continuity is secured only by dint of fraudulent outlines. ... We 
need only recognize that history is a method with no distinct object corre- 
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sponding to it to reject the equivalence between the notion of history and 
the notion of humanity which some have tried to foist on us with the 
unavowed aim of making historicity the last refuge of a transcendental 
humanism: as if men could regain the illusion of liberty on the plane of 
the “we” merely by giving up the “I”s that are too obviously wanting in 
consistency. In fact history is tied neither to man nor to any particular 
object. It consists wholly in its method, which experience proves to be 
indispensable for cataloguing the elements of any structure whatever, 
human or non-human, in their entirety. 8 

Thus the profound dialectical relationship between continuity and 
discontinuity in historical development is tellingly rejected by Levi- 
Strauss—a rejection, moreover, even insultingly underlined by accusing 
those who uphold the dialectical character of this relationship as being 
guilty of presenting “fraudulent outlines”—in order to enable himself to 
coniine the allegedly “objectless method” of history itself, in a mechani¬ 
cal reductivist fashion, to the subsidiary role of “cataloguing the elements 
of any structure whatever.” In this way the literally vital objective determi¬ 
nations of actually existing history are completely obliterated. 

However, paradoxically for Claude Levi-Strauss himself, as a result of 
his adoption of a mechanical reductivist approach to history, “human or 
non-human,” also his key concept of structure—amounting to no more 
than an equally mechanical definition of structure as what is supposed to 
be “catalogued” in the form of its positivistically dissectable and cata- 
loguable elements—is deprived of any real explanatory significance in 
relation to social development. And all this is done, according to Levi- 
Strauss and his followers, 9 at the peak of the structuralist influence in 
Western Europe and in the United States, in the name of the most fash¬ 
ionable “anti-ideological scientific rigor.” 

To be sure, the general orientation of the various “post-structuralist” 
and “postmodernist” approaches by no means could be considered any 
better. They all share an extremely skeptical attitude to history and a com¬ 
plete disregard for objective dialectical relations and determinations. At 
times this attitude produces utterly mystifying pronouncements, border¬ 
ing on vacuous sophistry. Thus the leading theoretician of “postmoder¬ 
nity,'”Jean-Fran£ois Lyotard—a repenter who once belonged to a left polit- 
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ical group in France assembled around the periodical called Socialisme ou 
Barbarie —offers this kind of programmatic definition: “What, then, is the 
postmodern ? It is undoubtedly a part of the modern. ... A work can 
become modern only if it is first postmodern. Postmodernism thus under¬ 
stood is not modernism at its end but in the nascent state, and this state is 
constant.” 10 In the same sense, Lyotard’s anti-dialectical programmatic 
counter-position of the parts (the metaphorically eulogized “little narra¬ 
tives” or “petits recits ”) n to the whole (the aprioristically rejected “grand 
narratives”) is no less incoherent and no less capitulatory. 

The issue we are concerned with here—that is, the profound dialecti¬ 
cal interrelationship between structure and history—is not only theoreti¬ 
cal, let alone purely academic. Its great relevance arises from the far- 
reaching practical implications of this relationship for the much needed 
emancipatory intervention of committed human beings in the unfolding 
trends of historical development. For without understanding the true 
character of the hierarchically articulated structural determinations of 
capital’s increasingly more destructive societal reproductive order, with 
its organic system in which the parts sustain the whole , and vice versa , in 
their now paralyzing circular reciprocity, there can be no significant 
improvement in the time still available to us. 

The Marxian revolutionary science, addressing the difficult prob¬ 
lems of how to secure an all-embracing structural change —feasible by 
firmly grasping the strategically vital objective leverages of material and 
cultural transformation—was formulated precisely for that purpose. 
Conservative anti-historical and anti-dialectical structuralist discourse, a 
la Levi-Strauss, about “cataloguing” the dubiously identified con¬ 
stituents of the existent and its mythologized past, coupled with utterly 
pessimistic laments about “humanity as its own worst enemy” while 
exempting from blame the destructive forces and institutions of capital¬ 
ist social and political development, is diametrically opposed to that. 
The same goes for the conservative postmodern chatter and prattle 
about the “little narratives,” devised in order to be able to arrogantly dis¬ 
miss not only by implication but even explicitly, in Lyotard’s words, “the 
great narratives of emancipation,” 12 so as to break with all progressive 
tradition in the historical past. 
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The deepest meaning of the Marxian conception is the passionate advo¬ 
cacy of a structural change to be accomplished in a global epochal sense 
directly affecting the whole of humanity. Without focusing on this dimen¬ 
sion of Marx’s work neither the central message nor the animating spirit 
of his approach is comprehensible. 

Evidently, the global epochal orientation of the structural change 
advocated by Marx, with its stress on the great urgency of the tasks to be 
confronted by the social individuals, due to the danger of humanity’s self- 
destruction, could only arise at a determinate point in historical time. 
Every social formation known to human beings has its inexorable historic 
limits, and—despite all idealization of capitalism by the classical political 
economists of the eighteenth century as “the natural system of perfect lib¬ 
erty and justice,” not to mention the theories propounded by the later 
defenders of even the worst contradictions of this mode of production— 
the capital system can be no exception to such limitations. 

The radical novelty of Marx’s conception was made possible at a time 
when the objective need for an epochal change from capital’s social order 
to one qualitatively different in all of its fundamental determinations as a 
mode of humanity’s social metabolic control appeared with its peremp¬ 
tory finality on the historical agenda, with the onset of the capital system’s 
descending phase of development. This fateful reversal of capital’s histori¬ 
cally unprecedented and in many ways highly positive advancement in 
societal reproduction coincided with the period of crises and revolution¬ 
ary explosions to which Marx himself was a profoundly insightful wit¬ 
ness. Due to this radical historic change the capital system became alter¬ 
able ever since that time only in some partial respects, no matter how 
extensive in scale, but not in its overall perspective, despite the grotesquely 
self-serving propaganda slogan of “people’s capitalism” proclaimed by 
the beneficiaries of the ruling order. 

As we constantly witness, “globalization” is mystifyingly depicted in 
our time by the vested interests of the entrenched powers as an unprob- 
lematical extension of the capital system’s viability into the timeless 
future. As if “globalization” was a totally new characteristic of our own 
days, representing the happily eternalizable climax and the absolute pos¬ 
itive fulfillment of capital’s societal reproductive destination. However, 
the inconvenient truth of the matter is that the Marxian critical vision was 
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inherently global almost from the beginning, and decidedly so from the 
years 1843-44 onward, forcefully indicating at the same time the irre¬ 
versibility of capital’s descending phase of development. 

The onset of the descending phase carried with it grave implications 
pointing in their overall historic sense toward humanity’s destruction 
unless a radically new mode of societal reproductive control could be 
instituted in place of the existing order. This painful truth objectively 
appeared on the historical horizon as an epochal irreversibility around the 
middle of the nineteenth century, even if in some parts of the planet the 
ascendancy of capital was still far from its conclusion, as explicitly 
acknowledged later by Marx himself. 13 

The new historic phase conceptualized by Marx represented a funda¬ 
mental contrast to capital’s ascending systemic phase of development. For 
capital’s triumphantly advancing phase opened up in the first decades of 
the sixteenth century resulted—notwithstanding its alienating impact on 
all aspects of human life—in the greatest productive accomplishment in 
all history. Disconcertingly, however, in the course of the final decades of 
the ascending phase of development a capitalistically insuperable prob¬ 
lem had arisen that could only worsen as time went by. Namely, the 
growth of a crisis-producing destructiveness—understood with all of its 
perilous implications by Marx himself more deeply well before anyone 
else 14 —foreshadowing the implosion of capital’s reproductive order. An 
implosion not through some natural calamity but under the weight of its 
own insoluble systemic contradictions and explosive antagonisms at the 
height of capital’s societal dominance and global encroachment. 

This contradictory inner determination carried with it as the ultimate 
horizon of the descending systemic phase the irreversible maturation of 
the historic limits of by far the most powerful societal reproductive order 
known in history. In other words, this grave historical maturation of cap¬ 
ital’s absolute structural limits was foreshadowing not simply yet another 
periodic crisis and corresponding hardship, as the recurrent normality of 
capital, but the total destruction of humanity, as farsightedly anticipated 
by Marx. This is why he wrote in The German Ideology, in his own ver¬ 
sion of the stark alternative of “socialism or barbarism” well over half a 
century before Rosa Luxemburg’s famous warning, that 


INTRODUCTION 


17 


in the development of productive forces there conies a stage when pro¬ 
ductive forces and means of intercourse are brought into being which, 
under the existing relations, only cause mischief, and are no longer pro¬ 
ductive but destructive forces. 15 Thus things have now come to such a 
pass that the individuals must appropriate the existing totality of produc¬ 
tive forces, not only to achieve self-activity, but, also, merely to safeguard 
their very existence , 16 

Moreover, parallel to this qualitative change from the ascending to the 
descending historic phase, also the theoretical evaluation of the problems 
at stake as formulated from capital’s vantage point was fundamentally 
changing. Thus in contrast to “the anatomy of civil society” 17 depicted in 
the “scientific bourgeois economy” by the great representatives of classi¬ 
cal political economy in the eighteenth and in the first third of the nine¬ 
teenth century, and generously praised for their “genuine scientific 
research” by Marx, the uncritical defense of the capital system became the 
deplorable general rule. 

This change in attitude and perspective was fully in tune with the 
need to ideologically rationalize and attenuate the systemic contradictions 
that erupted and intensified at the onset of capital’s descending phase of 
development. Accordingly, the theoretical transformation for much the 
worse was characterized by Marx in his “Afterword to the Second 
German Edition” of Capital with these words: 

Political Economy can remain a science only so long as the class struggle 
is latent or manifests itself only in isolated and sporadic phenomena. 
[However] In France and in England the bourgeoisie had conquered 
political power. Thenceforth, the class struggle, practically as well as the¬ 
oretically, took on more and more outspoken and threatening forms. It 
sounded the knell of scientific bourgeois economy. It was thenceforth no 
longer a question, whether this theorem or that theorem was true, but 
whether it was useful to capital or harmful, expedient or inexpedient, 
politically dangerous or not. In place of disinterested inquirers, there 
were hired prize fighters; in place of genuine scientific research the bad 
conscience and the evil intent of apologetics , 18 
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It is enough to compare in this sense the writings of F. A. Hayek with 
the work of Adam Smith to see the devastating intellectual consequences 
of switching in the descending phase of the capital system’s development 
from the scholarly concern with the requirements of truth to the glorifi¬ 
cation of what is “useful and expedient to capital.” We find a crass hostil¬ 
ity to anything to do even with the mention of a less obscurantist position 
displayed in a most pronounced way in the Austrian economist’s writ¬ 
ings. It is particularly clear in Hayek’s blindly pursued crusade against the 
ideas of socialism, denounced by the author of The Road to Serfdom and 
The Fatal Conceit —as well as by his equally reactionary Austrian and 
other stable mates—as politically dangerous to capital. 

Characteristically, Hayek’s pseudo-scientific and often even openly 
irrational capital-apologetics is most eager to do away with causal expla¬ 
nations altogether. He insists that “the creation of wealth . . . cannot be 
explained by a chain of cause and effect.” 19 And in a telling summation of 
his aggressively capital-apologetic position Hayek pontificates that “mys¬ 
terious money and the financial institutions based on it” 20 must be exempt 
from all criticism, adding in the spirit of his obsessive condemnation of 
the spectre of socialism, which he claims to have discovered as far back as 
the time of ancient Greece, that “the high-minded socialist slogan, 
‘Production for use, not for profit,’ which we find in one form or another 
from Aristotle to Bertrand Russell, from Albert Einstein to Archbishop 
Camara of Brazil (and often, since Aristotle, with the addition that these 
profits are made ‘at the expense of others’), betrays ignorance of how pro¬ 
ductive capacity is multiplied by different individuals.” 21 

The severity of these problems is underlined not simply by the apolo¬ 
getic character of the economic theories dominant in capital’s descending 
phase of development but by the objective reason why the formulation and 
the highly promoted practical implementation of such theories has 
become the deplorable general rule. What has fundamentally changed 
since Adam Smith is not the orienting standpoint and the class allegiance 
of the theoreticians in question but the historical ground of the standpoint 
itself from which their conceptions arise, in accordance with the change 
from the ascending to the descending phase. 

Adam Smith, who conceptualized the world from the vantage point of 
capital, was no less committed to advocating the viability of the capital 
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system than F. A. Hayek. The big difference is that in Adam Smith’s age 
capital’s social metabolic order in the ascendant represented the most 
advanced form of societal reproduction feasible to humankind. Also, the 
class struggle itself, on the side of, or against, labor’s qualitatively differ¬ 
ent hegemonic alternative order to the capitalist modality of social meta¬ 
bolic control, was in Adam Smith’s age still “latent or manifested itself 
only in isolated and sporadic phenomena.” 

By contrast, in Hayek’s time the growing destructiveness of capital’s 
socioeconomic system, due to its irreversible descending phase of 
development, together with the eruption of its antagonistic inner con¬ 
tradictions in the form of even two devastating global wars in the twen¬ 
tieth century, could be denied—again from capital’s vantage point, but 
this time with a really “Fatal Conceit” capable of dismissing no less a 
thinker than Aristotle as an “ignorant socialist”—only in the service of 
the crudest and most belligerent form of capital-apologetics. Given this 
fundamental change in the objective historical ground of capital’s van¬ 
tage point from the ascending to the descending phase, the need for a 
structural change in a global epochal sense —to be accomplished by the 
social individuals “not only to achieve self-activity, but, also, merely to 
safeguard their very existence as spelled out in the dramatic alternative 
between “socialism or barbarism,” could not be removed from the his¬ 
torical agenda. 

Perhaps the most effective way of postponing the historical “moment of 
truth” and thereby prolonging the dominance of capital over human life, 
despite its growing destructiveness and deepening structural crisis, is the 
hybridization of capitalism. This hybridization in capitalistically 
advanced countries assumes the form of the massive injection of public 
funds into the revitalization of the pretendedly “free market” capitalist 
enterprises by the direct involvement of the capitalist state. This trend has 
been demonstrated already at the time of the—subsequently quite easily 
reversible—“nationalization” of large-scale capitalist bankruptcy in sev¬ 
eral vital economic sectors of Great Britain in 1945 by the Attlee govern¬ 
ment of the “old” Labour Party, and not by “New Labour.” A necessary 
postwar rescue operation of British capitalism was characteristically mis¬ 
represented as a genuine socialist achievement. 22 
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This kind of operation is carried out in order to defend and secure the 
continuing viability of the established reproductive order, thanks to a 
great variety of system-apologetic—and in that sense politically moti¬ 
vated—direct economic contributions by the state (from the funds of gen¬ 
eral taxation, of course), which Adam Smith could not even dream about. 
They range from the astronomical magnitude of the resources put at the 
disposal of the military/industrial complex on an ongoing basis to the 
trillions of dollars of financial rescue funds given to private capitalist 
banks and insurance companies not only in 2008 and 2009 but also in 
2010, accepting liability to the tune of 90 percent for their future losses. 

In historical terms this is a relatively recent phenomenon in the devel¬ 
opment of capitalism. Its potential extent and significance were still very 
far from evident in Marx’s lifetime. For “in the nineteenth century the 
possibilities of adjustment for capital as a ‘ hybrid ’ system of control— 
which became fully visible only in the twentieth century—were as yet hid¬ 
den from theoretical scrutiny.” 23 

To be sure, this systemic hybridization is by now overwhelmingly 
important in prolonging the life-span of the capital system. However, its 
modality of direct state involvement in “saving the system” 24 —through 
the transfer of immense public funds and even the full-scale “nationaliza¬ 
tion” of ever more serious capitalist bankruptcy—has its own limits and 
far-reaching implications for future development, and therefore it should 
not be imagined as a permanent structural remedy. 

In 1972, as part of my critique of Max Weber’s definition of capital¬ 
ism, I stressed that 

it is quite inaccurate to describe capitalism in general as characterized by 
the “investment of private capital.” Such a characterization is valid only 
of a determinate historical phase of capitalistic development, and by no 
means as an “ideal type” in its Weberian sense. By stressing the invest¬ 
ment of private capital Weber uncritically champions the subjective 
standpoint of the individual capitalist, disregarding at the same time one 
of the most important objective trends of development of the capitalist 
mode of production, namely, the ever-increasing involvement of state- 
capital in the continued reproduction of the capitalist system. In princi¬ 
ple the outer limit of this development is nothing less than the transfer- 
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mation of the prevailing form of capitalism into an all-comprehensive sys¬ 
tem of state-capitalism, which theoretically implies the complete aboli¬ 
tion of the specific phase of capitalism idealized by Weber. But precisely 
because of such implications, this crucial trend of development must be 
excluded from the ideological framework of Weber’s “ideal type.” 25 

Naturally, this trend of ever greater direct involvement by the state in 
the transfer of public funds for the purpose of prolonging the reproduc¬ 
tive viability of the capital system is totally misrepresented by the “hired 
prizefighters” and propagandists of the established order. 

In some parts of Britain, as in Northern Ireland for instance, the—cap¬ 
italistically managed and exploited—share of the “public sector” in 
administrative, health and educational employment and other economic 
activity by now exceeds 71 percent, and the overall national average is 
approaching 50 percent. Yet the actual state of affairs which prevails in 
undeniable forms of greatly increasing hybridization is described, with 
characteristic neoliberal distortion and hypocrisy, as “rolling back the 
boundaries of the state,” as well as with variants of the same misrepresen¬ 
tation, like “the retreat of the state.” 

In this way, just like The Economist, another prominently class-con¬ 
scious press organ of the international bourgeoisie, the London-based 
Financial Times, advocates a new “Beveridge moment,” in obvious refer¬ 
ence to Lord Beveridge, an influential Liberal politician who toward the 
end of the Second World War theorized the welfare state in his book pro¬ 
grammatically titled Full Employment in a Free World. And this is how 
the editors of the Financial Times formulate the problem of the so-called 
“retreat of the state” in their lead article under the present conditions of 
an extremely serious global economic crisis, in the midst of the campaign 
for British parliamentary elections, when it is already anticipated that the 
“national debt” will exceed well over £1.5 trillion (approximately 2.4 tril¬ 
lion dollars at the current rate of exchange) in four to five years: 

Public wages, pensions and jobs must be cut. So must services. The Budget 
ought to spell out how that pain would be distributed were Labour to be 
returned to office. . . . The government is right not to cut too much too 
fast, but that is no excuse not to plan. ... Labour’s deliberate vagueness 
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is forcing what should be a deep debate about the role of the state —a 
Beveridge moment —into shallow waters. . . . Whoever wins this election 
will oversee the retreat of the state , 26 

Thus the real meaning of the “retreat of the state”—or, for that matter, 
of the cynical neoliberal slogan of “rolling back the boundaries of the 
state” propagandized everywhere for a very long time—is the editorially 
camouflaged but totally self-serving advocacy of “planning” (and in this 
revealing sense the ideological champions of the “free market” are even in 
favor of “planning”) how to transfer the financial benefits released by 
drastically cutting “public wages, pensions and jobs” as well as social “ser¬ 
vices” into the bottomless pockets of the ever more dangerously bankrupt 
capitalist enterprise. In other words, the new “Beveridge moment” advo¬ 
cated by the leader writers of the Financial Times means in reality the 
savagely “planned” liquidation of the remnants of the welfare state by the 
capitalist state itself. 27 This is done, of course, for the “good cause of sav¬ 
ing the system” by securing through massive state involvement, to the 
tune of literally astronomical sums, the slipping viability of capital’s 
reproductive order in the descending historic phase of its systemic deve¬ 
lopment indelibly marked by the deepening structural crisis. 

However, the kind of class-conscious editorializing we can read in 
The Economist and in the Financial Times is only a mixture of quixotism 
and hypocrisy. The combination of these two ingredients is well illus¬ 
trated by the fact that on the same page of the Financial Times, dated 
March 23, 2010, printed in the immediately adjoining column of the 
paper to the quoted editorial, an article criticizes the Labour govern¬ 
ment’s “Strategic Investment Fund” which has been recently announced 
as the by no means negligible sum of £950 million , listing from it several 
items amounting to nearly half a billion. 

The criticism expressed in this article is not directed at all against the 
yet again increasing state handouts to private capitalist enterprise—and in 
that sense there can be no question of “the retreat of the state.” On the 
contrary, the state is always most welcome to continue with its generous 
handouts. The “criticism” is directed only against the name of the 
announced fund, which in the journalist’s view should be called 
“Strategic Reelection Fund.” 28 Thus the author of this article did not 
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want to question the essentials without which the system fully supported 
by him could not survive at all; he simply wanted to make what he 
thought to be a witty electioneering point. 

The simultaneously hypocritical and quixotic character of arguing in 
the editorial article in favor of “the retreat of the state” is revealed by the 
fact that at the present historic phase of capitalist development it is really 
unthinkable to cut out the great variety of the public sector economy and 
corresponding employment expenditure that the editors of the Financial 
Tunes would like to see in the interest of strengthening the shaky private 
capitalist productive and financial system. For the systemic hybridization in 
the last hundred years had assumed such proportions—now amounting to 
nearly 50 percent of the total in the capitalistically advanced countries, as 
mentioned before, despite all protests by various conservative political 
forces (including “New Labour”) against it—that the now “planned” sav¬ 
age intervention in favor of abolishing this trend is bound to fail again. 
These self-righteous “sound capitalist bookkeeping” protests are monoto¬ 
nously combined with repeated failed promises to “redress the balance in 
favor of the private sector.” All they are likely to achieve is the imposition 
of increasing hardship on the masses of the people but not the abolition of 
the contradictory trend of systemic hybridization itself. 

In truth, the issue 

concerns the structure of present-day capitalist production as a whole, and 
not simply one of its branches. Nor could one reasonably expect the state 
to solve the problem, no matter how much public money is poured down 
the drain in the course of its revealing rescue operations.... The power of 
state intervention in the economy—not so long ago still widely believed to 
be the wonder drug of all conceivable ills and troubles of ‘modern indus¬ 
trial society’—is strictly confined to accelerating the maturation of these 
contradictions. The larger the dose administered to the convalescing 
patient, the greater is its dependency on the wonder drug. 29 

In this sense, we are confronted here by a fundamental contradiction of 
the capital system in general. Whichever side of the contradictory determi¬ 
nations is pushed forward by its advocates, it is bound to be countered and 
nullified by its opposite. Thus in the long run, on the one side, the astro- 
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nomical sums required for resourcing die hybridization of the productively 
most problematical, and financially adventurist and even fraudulent, capital 
system through the extension of the capitalistically managed “public sec¬ 
tor”—now manipulated even in the form of the cynically private-capital- 
favoring “PPPs,” i.e., “Private-Public Partnerships” 30 —are bound to be 
exhausted, and thereby the viability of ever-expanding state handouts are 
seriously undermined. 

At the same time, on the other side of this equation imposed on capi¬ 
tal by historical development, the virtuously self-congratulatory advocacy 
of “living within the available means and resources”—that is, a necessar¬ 
ily diminishing economic activity in tune with the proposed drastic cuts 
of “public wages, pensions and jobs” as well as social “services” in the 
interest of reducing the already multi-trillion and all the time still inex¬ 
orably growing “national debt”—in a societal reproductive system that 
functions on the basis of its self-mythology of growth: an ultimately self- 
destructive “growth” that means nothing more than the alienating but 
absolute necessity of capital expansion and accumulation irrespective of 
the consequences —a reproductive system of this kind, operating on the 
basis of such contradictory principles, can only implode. 

This is why only a structural change in a global epochal sense can offer 
any hope of overcoming capital’s systemic contradictions in the historic 
phase of its structural crisis. An epochally sustainable structural change 
whose fundamental orienting principle is the creation of a radically differ¬ 
ent societal reproductive order. 

The systemic hybridization we see extended in our time, despite various 
consensual political attempts aimed at containing it, in tune with the 
mythology of the superior “private enterprise system” and its “sovereign 
individual consumers,” is part of a more general and a significantly wors¬ 
ening problem that continued to gather strength in the course of the last 
hundred years. The underlying causal determination of this problem 
could be described as the historically narrowing margin of capital’s 
objectively feasible alternatives for displacing and managing its antago¬ 
nistic contradictions. 

The now painfully obvious three-pronged destructiveness of the capital 
system—(1) in the military field, with capital’s interminable wars since the 
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onset of monopolistic imperialism in the final decades of the nineteenth 
century, and its ever more devastating weapons of mass destruction in the 
last sixty years, (2) through the intensification of capital’s obvious 
destructive impact on ecology directly affecting and endangering by now 
the elementary natural foundation of human existence itself, and (3) in the 
domain of material production and ever-increasing waste, due to the 
advancement of “destructive production” in place of the once eulogized 
“creative” or “productive destruction”— is the necessary consequence of 
this narrowing margin. 

Disconcertingly for capital, however, neither the perilously growing 
destructiveness nor the consensus-generating hybridization of the estab¬ 
lished antagonistic system—a hybridization that has been used for a long 
time for the purpose of displacing capital’s antagonisms in the capitalisti¬ 
cally most powerful countries, and it will be used in that way for as long 
as its economic and political viability is not undermined by the intensify¬ 
ing structural crisis—cannot offer any long-term solution to the objec¬ 
tively narrowing margin. 

It is part of the essential defining characteristics of any antagonistic 
system that it is structurally incapable of resolving its inner contradictions. 
That is precisely what objectively defines it as an antagonistic system. 
Accordingly, such a system must institute other ways of dealing with or 
managing—for as long as it can—its systemic contradictions in the absence 
of the possibility or viability of solving or resolving them. For a historically 
viable and sustainable solution would turn the capital system itself into a 
non-antagonistic way of “doing away with” its de facto structurally 
entrenched and hierarchically exploitative determinations that, contrary to 
the wishful projection of “people’s capitalism,” in reality define it as an 
insuperably antagonistic societal reproductive order. Unsurprisingly, 
therefore, by far the most favored and ubiquitously promoted ideology of 
capital-apologetics is precisely the elaborate or blatant denial of even the 
remote possibility of historically created (and historically supersedable) 
systemic antagonism , tellingly misrepresented as individual conflict, which 
is supposed to be determined forever by “human nature itself.” 

Nevertheless, such denial of systemic antagonism by the ruling ideol¬ 
ogy, irrespective of how elaborately camouflaged or cynically blatant it 
might be, cannot spirit away the underlying problem itself. Indeed, this 
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problem can only grow in severity in the time ahead of us, as it has already 
done under the historical circumstances of the last few decades, marked by 
capital’s worsening structural crisis. For there are only two ways in which 
an antagonistic societal reproductive order can deal with its fundamental 
systemic contradictions: (1) by temporarily displacing or exporting them, or 
indeed (2) by imposing them with all means at its disposal on its adversary, 
including the most violent and destructive ones. In this twofold sense: 

1. displacing the antagonisms, in whichever way is practicable under the 
prevailing conditions—as, for instance, in all varieties of exporting the 
internal contradictions in the form of the well-known British Empire 
“gunboat diplomacy” of socially mystifying, and chauvinistic consen¬ 
sus-generating imperialist domination, transubstantiated and propa¬ 
gandized as “the white man’s burden”; or by engaging in the practices 
of the militarily less obvious but economically/politically most effec¬ 
tive post-Second World War “modernizing” global encroachment by 
“advanced capital” over the less developed areas of the planet 31 in 
agreement with the pretendedly “post-imperialist” ideology—for as 
long as this displacing/exporting modality of the management of cap¬ 
ital’s systemic antagonisms by the internationally for the time being 
dominant powers (and, of course, only by some of them, at the 
expense of others) remains feasible; 

2. by ruthlessly imposing on the class adversary the violently repressive 
imperatives of capital’s intensified class rule in situations of worsening 
crisis and sharpening class conflict, casting aside—in the name of 
socially required and “justified” states of emergency—even the pre¬ 
tenses of “democracy and the rule of law”; or, in the case of inter- 
imperialist systemic confrontations, by imposing on the weaker rivals 
and state antagonists the “non-negotiable” demands and interests of 
the most dominant military power or powers—on the widest scale, 
with all possible means, including the weapons of a total war —as 
demonstrated by two world wars in the twentieth century. 

The trouble for the ruling order is that neither the exporting displace¬ 
ment of the capital system’s antagonistic contradictions through capital’s 
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global encroachment, together with its devastating impact by now even on 
nature, which could be sustained with relative ease for a very long time in 
the past, nor the violent imposition of the systemic antagonisms on the 
adversary to be subdued by the ultimate force of a total war is readily fea¬ 
sible in our time. Today there remain no significant areas of the planet to 
be encroached upon by the dominant capitalist powers. Neither by direct 
military imperialist invasion nor by newly instituted “modernizing” 
economic domination. For the global ascendancy of capital described by 
Marx in his earlier mentioned letter to Engels 32 has been historically 
accomplished. In other words, capital’s global encroachment is now com¬ 
plete, even if not in the idyllic form of “globalization” 33 glorified by its pro¬ 
fessional ideologues and “hired prizefighters.” Capital now dominates and 
exploits our entire planet in every way it can, in the increasingly unstable 
form of its three-pronged destructiveness; but it can neither resolve nor 
suitably displace its structural antagonisms and explosive contradictions 
in the interest of untroubled capital-expansion and accumulation. 

Moreover, capital’s traditional “ultimate solution” of the aggravating 
problems, through unlimited war waged in the past against the potential 
or real enemy, has become impracticable, as a result of the invention of the 
now fully operational weapons of mass destruction that would totally 
destroy humanity in the event of yet another global war. The continuing 
partial wars —even when using the callously idealized military strategy of 
“overwhelming force,” with immense and even more callously named 
“collateral damage” inflicted upon the people, as in Vietnam and else¬ 
where—can only deepen the capital system’s structural crisis, instead of 
offering a way out of it in the traditional mold of the imperialist victor and 
the defeated. 

In this way, the narrowing margin of capital’s alternatives for manag¬ 
ing its internal antagonisms—which is inseparable from capital’s 
descending phase of development—carries serious implications for the 
future. For the sobering truth is—and always remains—that structural 
probletns require structural solutions. And that calls, as we shall see below, 
for epochally sustainable structural remedies in a genuine socialist spirit, 
feasible only through the reconstitution of the historical dialectic which 
has been radically subverted by capital’s antagonisms in the course of the 
descending phase of its systemic development. That is how capital’s 
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social metabolic order that once achieved by far the greatest productive 
advancement in history has been turned into its opposite, articulated as 
by far the most destructive system of structural determinations directly 
endangering humanity’s survival in our planetary household. 

However, notwithstanding all vested interests to the contrary, the irre¬ 
pressible historical dimension of the established order should not be 
ignored, and the actual character of the determinations at its roots should 
not be misconceived. For social structures—even the most powerfully 
entrenched ones, like capital’s societal reproductive order—cannot prevail 
as the “law of gravity” asserting itself in the world of natural necessity. Nor 
should one imagine historical necessity on the model of the natural law, as 
capital-apologists like to misrepresent the claimed eternal validity of their 
own system while falsely accusing Marx of viewing the world as an “eco¬ 
nomic determinist.” In Marx’s dialectical conception the unfolding phases 
of historical necessity are envisioned as in due course necessarily “vanish¬ 
ing necessity,” and the social structures—described by him as “constantly 
evolving out of the life-process of definite individuals”—are subject to the 
deepest historical qualifications. This is what the dialectic of structure and 
history amounts to. For history and structure in the human context are 
always profoundly intertwined and history itself is necessarily open-ended. 
The complexities and contradictions of globalization unavoidable in our 
time cannot alter that. They can only underline the heightened responsi¬ 
bility for confronting the challenges involved, as it is made clear in the 
present study. Truly, “the stakes are not a row of beans” (“nem babra megy 
a jatek”), as a Hungarian adage appropriately puts it. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Nature of Historical Determination 


1.1 Material Imperatives and the “Active Side” 

At Marx’s graveside, his lifelong friend Engels assessed in the following 
terms one of the greatest achievements of the founder of historical mate¬ 
rialism: 

Just as Darwin discovered the law of development of organic nature, so 
Marx discovered the law of development of human history: the simple 
fact, hitherto concealed by an overgrowth of ideology, that mankind must 
first of all eat, drink, have shelter and clothing, before it can pursue poli¬ 
tics, science, art, religion, etc.; that therefore the production of the imme¬ 
diate material means of subsistence and consequently the degree of eco¬ 
nomic development attained by a given people or during a given epoch 
form the foundation upon which the state institutions, the legal concep¬ 
tions, the ideas on art, and even on religion, of the people concerned have 
been evolved, and in the light of which they must, therefore, be 
explained, instead of vice versa, as had hitherto been the case. 1 

And yet, notwithstanding the plain transparency of what Engels called 
a “simple fact,” the true character and significance of Marx’s discovery 
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remains in the present a highly contested issue: no less concealed today 
“by an overgrowth of ideology” than ever before. 

Nor is the systematic misreading and distortion of Marx’s views on 
historical development confined to his adversaries who, for under¬ 
standable reasons, a priori reject anything they consider threatening to 
their established positions—even if it has the character of an obvious 
“simple fact”—with unconcealed hostility. More puzzling is the “agree¬ 
ment” we find in “vulgar-Marxist” interpretations that tend to reduce 
Marx’s complex dialectical explanations to some simplistic caricature, 
postulating a crude, immediate correspondence between determinate 
changes in the material base and the mechanical emergence or modifica¬ 
tion of even the most abstract ideas. 

To be sure, the ideological motivation of Marx’s adversaries needs no 
further explanation beyond the self-evident hostility of its negative pos¬ 
ture. The position of “vulgar-Marxism,” however, is much more compli¬ 
cated than that. For the views of its representatives range from the fatalis¬ 
tic determinism of the Second International to the subjective voluntarism 
of Stalin and his followers, and well beyond; all the way down to the par¬ 
adoxical voluntarism of “structuralist Marxism,” which manages to com¬ 
bine a mechanical conception of determination and “homology” with a 
complete depreciation of the subject of socio-historical action. 

Thus historically different situations of relative social immobility— 
with regard to the basic confrontation between capital and labor—pro¬ 
duce characteristically static ideological conceptualizations of the social 
process itself. Such vulgar-Marxist reflections of the temporarily prevail¬ 
ing social immobility separate theory and practice from, and oppose them 
to, one another in a fatalistic/voluntaristic vision of historical deter¬ 
mination as such, substituting a fetish-like view of “science” (some main 
figures of the Second International), or an arbitrary/subjective conception 
of the “class struggle” (Stalin and his followers), or a combination of the 
two (“structuralist Marxism”) for the Marxian dialectic of base and super¬ 
structure and the irrepressible social dynamism implicit in it. 

Marx is often accused of “historical determinism,” “economic deter¬ 
minism,” or quite summarily of “determinism” in general. However, if we 
bear in mind that even an idealist like Hegel defines freedom as “recog¬ 
nized necessity ” it is very difficult to imagine what meaning, if any, could 
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be given to a historical conception that tries to do away with the need for 
rigorous determinations in tracing historical events and developments, 
explaining them, instead, with the help of some “principle of indetermi¬ 
nacy.” For all historical theories properly so called, whether materialist or 
idealist, must operate within the framework of some coherent set of deter¬ 
minations through which they can locate and identify the relative weight 
and significance of particular events, linking them to one another, and 
pinpointing through their determinate linkages some historically specific, 
and more or less far-reaching or comprehensive, tendencies of deve¬ 
lopment. Thus the real question is not “determinations or indetermi¬ 
nacy,” but what kind of historical explanation one adopts: a mechanical- 
determinist or a dialectical overall framework. 

Marx’s conception of historical materialism from the very outset re¬ 
jected all mechanical explanations, stressing that “the chief defect of all 
previous materialism (that of Feuerbach included) is that things 
[Gegenstand], reality, sensuousness are conceived only in the form of the 
object, or of contemplation, but not as sensuous human activity, practice, 
not subjectively. Hence, in contradistinction to materialism, the active 
side was set forth abstractly by idealism—which, of course, does not know 
real, sensuous activity as such.” 2 

When it comes to genuine historical explanations, their plausibility 
hinges on whether or not they can account for the “active side” through 
which history is constantly being made, and not merely given as a brute 
conglomeration and fatalistic conjuncture of self-propelling material 
forces. 

Admittedly, such forces are everywhere in evidence in history known 
to us: the history of class society, or “pre-history” as Marx called it, in 
contrast to the coming “real history” when the human agency is envisaged 
to be fully in control of its own destiny. But even when the strictly mate¬ 
rial forces are still preponderant, in the darker phases of that “pre-his¬ 
tory,” there is nevertheless an increasing tendency toward their being 
mastered, thanks to the controlling potential of the “active side.” And 
how much more favorable could be this correlation between the material 
forces and the human agency in our own time, if the productive powers of 
society potentially available for the satisfaction of genuine human needs 
were not gravely distorted and crippled by their necessary subordination 
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to the alienating imperative of capital’s expanded self-reproduction? At a 
historical stage, that is, when the removal of the constraints of natural 
scarcity would be no longer beyond human reach, if it were not for the 
self-paralyzing—but in principle transcendable—impact of antagonistic 
social contradictions? For it is the latter that create the false appearance of 
a humanly uncontrollable material force being responsible for the crises 
of plenty (overproduction), imposing themselves in the form of a brutal 
paradox as chronic “ scarcity ” thanks to the “own goals” of the selfsame 
active side. 


1.2 Philosophical Foundations of Flistorical Materialism 

In his attempt to spell out the real historical potentialities of the “active 
side” of human involvement in the complex network of social determina¬ 
tions—in its active character defined as an objective movement from “pre¬ 
history” to the “realm of the new historic form”—Marx had to set out 
from a position diametrically opposed to that of Hegel on every key issue. 
Hence he put into relief labor in the form in which it actually constituted 
the foundation of both historical determinacy and emancipation: as “sen¬ 
suous productive activity,” and thereby also as the ground of even the 
most complex and mediated intellectual production. Similarly, he rejected 
all forms of theological teleology, focusing attention at the same time on 
the dynamic material/intellectual telos of labor: both as human self¬ 
production and as the production of the conditions of emancipatory social 
transformation in the direction of that “realm of freedom.” 

In the same spirit, he conceived the nature of historical determination 
and the unfolding of historical necessity—in contrast to the self-antici¬ 
pating circularity of such concepts within the confines of Hegel’s trun¬ 
cated dialectic—as the necessarily “disappearing necessity” 3 of actual his¬ 
torical transformations which, through the growing mastery of material 
life’s objective constraints, also create the growing margin of freedom. 
Accordingly, there could be no such thing as “the end of history.” For his¬ 
tory had to remain radically open to qualify as history in order to make 
any sense at all of “self-activity” and “freedom” in terms of the objective 
potentialities of human self-realization. 
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Furthermore, if history as such had to remain radically open, how 
could one possibly assume an uncritical attitude toward the state as the 
permanent framework of all future historical development? This contra¬ 
diction in terms could only be propounded by those who arbitrarily iden¬ 
tified the modern state with the elementary conditions of social life in gen¬ 
eral, as indeed happened in much of liberal political theory. 

Hegel adopted a more ingenuous scheme than his predecessors: by 
opposing an inward-oriented “ideal realm” to the world of practical inter¬ 
est, insisting that “mind receives in its inner life its truth and concrete 
essence, while in objectivity it is at home and reconciled with itself .” 4 Thus 
he interweaved the themes of a “reconciliation with the actual” and of 
“enjoying the present” with his discourse on the end of history and on the 
ultimate consummation—in “objectivity” and “actuality”—of such end, 
under the supremacy of Europe, through the absolute permanence of the 
idealized state. In this way he created the semblance of a genuine history 
by allowing the emergence of objective forces in the form of their genesis 
and expelling them through the back door: by envisaging the necessary 
culmination of all such historical movement in the apriori anticipated 
“return of the Spirit into itself.” Thus, however ingenious the Hegelian 
scheme in its details, the “end of history” and the permanence of the state 
were ideologically wedded together in its overall construct. 

Understandably, Marx’s rejection of the idea of the “end of history” 
necessarily implied a radically critical attitude toward the state as a histor¬ 
ical product as well as toward all theories—whether the original liberal 
conceptions or the Hegelian variant—which failed to treat the state in a 
consistently historical manner. All social institutions, no matter how ele¬ 
mentary or all-embracing, had to be accounted for in strictly historical 
terms, rather than being merely assumed “ready made,” like Pallas Athene 
emerging fully armed from Zeus’s head. And they had to be accounted for 
with regard to both their origin and historical dissolution, in the generally 
ignored Marxian sense of historical necessity, defined as necessarily “dis¬ 
appearing, vanishing necessity.” 

In this respect, the methodologically vital critique of theories that 
ahistorically “assume what needs to be proved” is a guiding thread of 
Marx’s approach not only to Hegel (particularly to his theory of the state) 
but equally to Hobbes and Locke as well as to the classics of political 
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economy in general. For all these theories tend to equate the modern state 
and the capitalist market-relations with the elementary conditions of 
social life, thereby a priori excluding the possibility of situating the dom¬ 
inant social institutions within the dynamic horizon of their ultimately 
necessary supersession. 

In Marx’s conception of objective and open-ended historical determi¬ 
nations both philosophy and its categories had to be assigned a role qual¬ 
itatively different from that of his predecessors. For even within the 
Hegelian scheme of things (which stressed the importance of the “active 
side”) philosophy, as the “owl of Minerva,” was presented as the consola¬ 
tion prize for an unavoidable resignation to the false positivity of the 
established world. Defined as “the rose in the cross of the present,” phi¬ 
losophy was destined to provide the necessary “reconciliation to the 
actual” and to authenticate—with the help of its “eternal” categories—the 
apologetic circularity of beginning and end in the “essentially present” 
ahistorical “actuality.” Thus philosophy, as the “owl of Minerva,” had to 
culminate in the atemporal categories of the Hegelian logico/dialectical 
circle in order to fulfill its function of reconciliatory resignation; and vice 
versa: the conception of the categories fit to produce the formal/sequen¬ 
tial deduction of “actuality”—as corresponding to the a priori anticipated 
“return of the Spirit into itself”—could only result in an essentially pes¬ 
simistic worldview of unavoidable reconciliation and inward-oriented 
resignation. 

In Marx’s view, by contrast, philosophy was itself inherently historical 
and, as such, subject to materially identifiable objective determinations. 
At the same time, as an active constituent of the complex dialectic of the 
social base and its superstructure, it was also a necessary instrument of 
the struggle for self-emancipation from the real “cross of the present”: 
that unholy rule of dehumanization in the exploitative “actuality” of the 
established world. To be sure, it was the prevailing state of affairs that 
made it necessary to orient philosophy toward “changing the world,” in 
polemics with its contemplative/interpretative role in the past. However, 
only a dialectical conception of the social base and its superstructure— 
which acknowledged philosophy’s materially articulated active potential 
and thereby emancipatory intervention in the complicated network of 
historical determinations—made it realistically possible to do so. 
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As to the categories themselves, their historical character had to be 
stressed with equal radicalism. Accordingly, Marx insisted that they are 
produced by objective historical development as “forms of being” [Dase- 
insformen ], becoming manifest in the practical interrelations of the social 
world before they can be conceptualized by philosophers and “political 
economists” in a general form. Thus the general category of “labor,” for 
instance, appears in theory only after the displacement or marginalization 
of its particular forms—e.g., agricultural labor as the key concept in the 
physiocratic system—in reality itself. For 

as a rule, the most general abstractions arise only in the midst of the rich¬ 
est possible concrete development, where one thing appears as common 
to many, to all. Then it ceases to be thinkable in a particular form alone. 

On the other side, this abstraction of labour as such is not merely the 
mental product of a concrete totality of labour. Indifference toward spe¬ 
cific labours corresponds to a form of society in which individuals can 
with ease transfer from one labour to another, and where the specific kind 
is a matter of chance for them, hence of indifference. Not only the category 
of labour, but labour in reality has here become the means of creating 
wealth in general, and has ceased to be organically linked with particular 
individuals in any specific form. Such a state of affairs is at its most devel¬ 
oped in the most modern form of existence of bourgeois society—in the 
United States. Here, then, for the first time, the point of departure of 
modern economics, namely the abstraction of the category, “labour,” 
“labour as such,” labour pure and simple, becomes true in practice. .. , 5 
In the succession of the economic categories, as in any other historical, 
social science, it must not be forgotten that their subject—here, modern 
bourgeois society—is always what is given, in the head as well as in real¬ 
ity, and that these categories therefore express the forms of being, the 
characteristics of existence, and often only individual sides of this specific 
society, this subject, and that therefore this society by no means begins 
only at the point where one can speak of it as such. 6 

Thus the categories of philosophy could not be produced by the 
“self-activity of the Idea” but as “forms of being” had to reflect in an ade¬ 
quate form some essential relationship. Nor could they be exempted from 
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historical determinations but, on the contrary, as forms of an irrepressibly 
changing social being, they qualified as true conceptualizations of that 
being only by putting into relief the inherent historical dynamic of the 
whole process in question. Hence philosophy could only come into its 
own by “letting reality speak” its own truth, instead of compressing the 
latter into the Procrustean bed of preconceived categories, in the name of 
some abstract “eternal truth.” 

As already mentioned, philosophy, according to Marx, had to play a 
vital role in the process of self-emancipation. However, in order to be able 
to do so, first it had to emancipate itself from the tyranny of its own mys¬ 
tifications and preconceptions, grounding itself at every level—from the 
most immediate and particular propositions to the most abstract cate¬ 
gories and generalizations—in the real historical dynamics of social being. 
The materialist conception of history was meant to provide precisely 
such grounding. 

Thus far from being an “economic determinist,” Marx was in fact 
deeply concerned with the freedom of human self-emancipation arising 
from the real possibilities of the “active side” to transcend the antago¬ 
nisms of “prehistory” and to move toward the “realm of the new historic 
form.” However, both the tangible liberating potentials and the objective 
constraints of this emancipatory movement had to be defined with preci¬ 
sion, in contrast to the vacuity of “freedom” conceived as the philosoph¬ 
ical contemplation of the Idea’s self-realization in the enslaving actuality 
and “eternal present” of the capitalist state. 

The objective constraints of social development that frustrated the 
aim of going beyond “prehistory” had to be fully acknowledged and put 
in perspective in order to make feasible a meaningful intervention in the 
real world. In this sense, the materialist conception of history, with its 
view on the relationship between ''base and superstructure,” provided the 
necessary corrective to all previous accounts of the “active side”: by situ¬ 
ating the potential impact of ideas within a coherent framework of deter¬ 
minations, instead of either ignoring them or idealistically ascribing to 
them mythical powers in an unreal world. 

At the same time, the determinations of base and superstructure had 
to be conceived as dynamic interdeterminations —thus decidedly not a 
mechanical one-way traffic, as the Marxian view is often misrepresented— 
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if the claimed and advocated intervention of the “active side” was to 
achieve any significance at all. Accordingly, the materialist conception of 
history had to be articulated from the very outset as the objective dialec¬ 
tic of base and superstructure, with all of its complex reciprocities and 
autonomy-producing interdeterminations. 

This is how Marx in The German Ideology spelled out—in opposition 
to idealist conceptions—his view of history and the dialectic of “recipro¬ 
cal action” among the various factors and forces that constitute the over¬ 
all social complex of base and superstructure: 

This conception of history relies on expounding the real process of pro¬ 
duction—starting from the material production of life itself—and com¬ 
prehending the form of intercourse connected with and created by this 
mode of production, i.e., civil society in its various stages, as the basis of 
all history; describing it in its action as the state, and also explaining how 
all the different theoretical products and forms of consciousness, reli¬ 
gion, philosophy, morality, etc., etc., arise from it, and tracing the process 
of their formation from that basis; thus the whole thing can, of course, be 
depicted in its totality (and therefore, too, the reciprocal action of these 
various sides on one another). It has not, like the idealist view of history, 
to look for a category in every period, but remains constantly on the real 
ground of history; it does not explain practice from the idea but explains 
the formation of ideas from material practice, and accordingly it comes to 
the conclusion that all forms and products of consciousness cannot be 
dissolved by mental criticism, by resolution into “self-consciousness” or 
transformation into “apparitions,” “spectres,” “whimsies,” etc., but only 
by the practical overthrow of the actual social relations which gave rise to 
this idealistic humbug; that not criticism but revolution is the driving 
force of history, also of religion, of philosophy and all other kinds of theory. 

It shows that history does not end by being resolved into “self-conscious¬ 
ness” as “spirit of the spirit,” but that each stage contains a material 
result, a sum of productive forces, a historically created relation to nature 
and of individuals to one another, which is handed down to each gener¬ 
ation from its predecessor; a mass of productive forces, capital funds and 
circumstances, which on the one hand is indeed modified by the new 
generation, but on the other also prescribes for it its conditions of life and 
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gives it a definite development, a special character. It shows that circum¬ 
stances make men just as much as men make circumstances J 

As we can see, even though in this work Marx’s immediate target was 
idealism, determining the need to put sharply into relief—some might say 
overemphasize—the material dimension of the necessary corrective 
standpoint, he did not leave out of sight the complex dialectical intercon¬ 
nections. This is clearly in evidence through the following qualifications 
in terms of which the fundamental relationship between the “mode of 
production”—the material “basis” of society—and social consciousness 
is assessed: 

1. A distinction is made between the different “theoretical products” 
and the “forms of consciousness” (religion, philosophy, morality, etc.) 
within which those theoretical products themselves arise. Thus atten¬ 
tion is drawn to the specificity and relative autonomy of the various 
forms of social consciousness as the necessary—and to a significant 
extent transhistorical —intermediary or mediation between the given 
material base and the particular ideas as they are being produced at 
any particular time. 

2. In conjunction with the previous point, the accent is on the formation 
of ideas (from the “basis,” “real ground” and “material practice” of 
social life), which is primarily concerned with the original constitu¬ 
tion of the “ forms and products of consciousness.” For once the vari¬ 
ous forms and modalities of consciousness already exist in their rela¬ 
tive autonomy and transhistoricity, the reproduction and transforma¬ 
tion of ideas—just as much as the production of even the most “radi¬ 
cally new” ideas—is, of course, deeply affected by the specific forms 
within which all ideas must be produced. 

3. Characteristically, Marx insists on the importance of the concept of 
totality in terms of which “the whole thing” can and must be depicted 
and without which the intricate nature of social interaction is thor¬ 
oughly unintelligible. For only if we treat the various sides and aspects 
of the relationship between “material practices” and the production of 
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ideas as inextricable constituents of a coherently structured overall com¬ 
plex, 8 only then can we avoid the danger of mechanical reductionism. 

4. It must be also noted that Marx is talking about the “ reciprocal action 
of the various sides on one another,” and not about a one-to-one con¬ 
nection between a given social base and the corresponding ideas—let 
alone about some form of mechanical determination of the ideas in 
general by the material base as such. In a coherently structured total¬ 
ity—the way in which Marx depicts the social complex, with all its 
intricate constituents and multiple dimensions—this could not be 
otherwise. For every single constituent has a variety of significantly 
different aspects through which a virtually inexhaustible range of 
combinations becomes possible: 

a) within each level (i.e., between ideas and ideas, or between differ¬ 
ent material factors, for instance), at a determinate time in history; 

b) between one level and another (e.g., between a material factor and 
a superstructural complex), again considered simply at a given 
point in time; 

c) through the interplay of a multiplicity of very different factors, 
thanks to the appropriate linkages and mediations that enable 
even the more or less temporary reversal of fundamental structural 
hierarchies at specific times in history, in contradistinction to the 
model of a straightforward determination directly asserting the 
power of the material base (e.g., the structurally dominant role of 
politics in Antiquity or of Christianity in the Middle Ages); 

d) through the dialectic of structural and historical determinations 
the insertion and more or less prolonged retention of different lay¬ 
ers of temporality (i.e., of social complexes corresponding to qual¬ 
itatively different historical determinations in their original consti¬ 
tution) into the overall structure of the social totality, and the all¬ 
round determination of the functioning of the social complex as a 
whole through continuity in discontinuity (and vice versa) with 
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regard to its temporal dimensions no less than with respect to its 
manifold material and superstructural articulations or structures. 
(As an example, we can go back to an earlier point. We have seen 
that in the “formation of ideas” one must distinguish between the 
original constitution or production of ideas and forms of con¬ 
sciousness on the one hand, and the ongoing formation, reproduc¬ 
tion and transformation of ideas on the other. Through the dialec¬ 
tic of structure and history—and its discontinuity in continuity as 
much as the other way round—the reality of this “formation of 
ideas” asserts itself simultaneously both as the production of more 
or less new ideas within an inherited framework or “form of con¬ 
sciousness,” in a direct or mediated response to some more or less 
clearly conceptualized requirement of the social base, and as a 
more or less weighty pressure for the modification of both the 
conceptual framework within which the idea is produced and of 
the social complex, or part of it, to which the newly produced idea 
actively responds.) 

Thus the “reciprocal action of the various sides on one 
another” and the creative potentialities resulting from the newly 
discovered and socially reinforced combinations open up growing 
areas of social practice for conscious intervention, constantly 
pushing back at the same time the boundaries of the original mate¬ 
rial structures and determinations. If nothing else, such a view of 
“reciprocal action” should make any mechanical/reductionist 
reading of Marx impossible. 

5. In contrast to idealist “mental criticism,” Marx indicates revolution as 
“the driving force of history, also of religion, of philosophy and all 
other kinds of theory.” Thus again we are not offered some simple 
material mechanism for explaining historical and ideal/theoretical 
changes but an immensely complicated, dynamic social complex 
which itself is simultaneously as much the crystallization and summa¬ 
tion of a great variety of pressures, determinations, and forces— 
including, of course, a multiplicity of ideal factors—leading to it, as 
indeed the new point of departure for all further development. This 
becomes all the more obvious if we remember that, just a few lines 


THE NATURE OF HISTORICAL DETERMINATION 


45 


before the passage we are concerned with, Marx insists on the neces¬ 
sity of producing “on a mass scale” what he calls “communist con¬ 
sciousness,” linking it to revolution as the condition of its produc¬ 
tion, 9 and that the next paragraph reiterates the great importance of 
this “revolutionary mass,” with its revolutionary consciousness, in 
contrast to the—no matter how advanced—“idea” 10 that remains sep¬ 
arated from the objective dynamic of mass movements. To see revolu¬ 
tion, therefore, merely as a material mechanism would be a gross over¬ 
simplification. 

6. The last point that needs stressing is related to a widely diffused mis¬ 
reading of Marx. The misreading referred to here interprets Marx’s 
conception of history as if he were only concerned with stating that 
“circumstances make men,” completely ignoring his dialectical 
qualifications with regard to the active/creative impact of men them¬ 
selves on their circumstances. This is particularly strange in view of 
the fact that one of Marx’s most forceful Theses on Feuerbach —written 
at the same time as The German Ideology —explicitly rejects 11 pre¬ 
cisely the same mechanical/materialistic one-sidedness that never¬ 
theless continues to be attributed to him. Also, in the passage quoted 
from The German Ideology the necessary critique of idealism in no 
way diverts Marx from his dialectical assessment of the issues 
involved. For the dialectical character of the “reciprocal action” we are 
concerned with could hardly be put more clearly than by saying that 
“men make circumstances as much as they are made by them.” 

As we can see, this first systematic presentation of historical material¬ 
ism in The German Ideology contains all of its principal defining charac¬ 
teristics as they later appear in Marx’s famous “Preface” to his 
Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy. The passage we have 
looked at constitutes the obvious direct inspiration of the 1859 “Preface.” 

The only term missing from the earlier work is “superstructure.” 
However, even though that term is absent from The German Ideology, the 
concept is decidedly not. It is there by way of describing how ideas 
“arise” out of real social practice, and also in the unavoidable implication 
of concepts like “foundation,” “real ground,” “basis,” etc. (in German: 
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Grundlage, Geschichtsboden, realer Grund, and Basis) with which the for¬ 
mation and production of ideas and forms of consciousness is con¬ 
trasted. 12 And what is more important, The German Ideology contains not 
only the main defining characteristics of historical materialism but simul¬ 
taneously also the necessary dialectical qualifications that clearly set it 
apart from all previous conceptions of materialism. Thus the Marxian 
view of history is articulated from the outset not merely as historical mate¬ 
rialism —in contrast to idealism—but simultaneously and inseparably 
also as dialectical materialism: in conscious opposition to all varieties of 
“naturalistic materialism.” 13 


1.3 The Poverty of “Anti-Historicism” 

The most famous passage in which Marx sums up his position on the 
dialectical relationship between base and superstructure reads like this: 

My inquiry led me to the conclusion that neither legal relations nor 
political forms could be comprehended whether by themselves or on 
the basis of a so-called general development of the human mind, but 
that on the contrary they originate in the material conditions of life, the 
totality of which Hegel, following the example of English and French 
thinkers of the eighteenth century, embraces within the term “civil soci¬ 
ety”; that the anatomy of this civil society, however, has to be sought in 
political economy. . . . 

In the social production of their existence, men inevitably enter into 
definite relations, which are independent of their will, namely relations of 
production appropriate to a given stage in the development of their mate¬ 
rial forces of production. The totality of these relations of production 
constitutes the economic structure of society, the real foundation on 
which arises a legal and political superstructure and to which correspond 
definite forms of social consciousness. The changes in the economic 
foundation lead sooner or later to the transformation of the whole 
immense superstructure. In studying such transformations it is always 
necessary to distinguish between the material transformation of the eco¬ 
nomic conditions of production, which can be determined with the pre- 
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cision of natural science, and the legal, political, religious, artistic or 
philosophic—in short, ideological forms in which men become con¬ 
scious of this conflict and fight it out. 

Just as one does not judge an individual by what he thinks about him¬ 
self, so one cannot judge a period of transformation by its self-conscious¬ 
ness, but, on the contrary, this consciousness must be explained from the 
contradictions of material life, from the conflict existing between the 
social forces of production and the relations of production. No social 
order is ever destroyed before all the productive forces for which it is suf¬ 
ficient have been developed, and new superior relations of production 
never replace older ones before the material conditions for their exis¬ 
tence have matured within the framework of the old society. Mankind 
thus inevitably sets itself only such tasks as it is able to solve, since closer 
examination will always show that the problem itself arises only when the 
material conditions for its solution are already present. 14 

In the first place, one must underline here the importance of Marx’s 
remark that “it is always necessary to distinguish” between the material 
transformations and the ideological forms. For, astonishingly, interpreta¬ 
tions often not only completely miss the point but manage to turn his 
views into their exact opposite. Yet an attentive reading makes it amply 
clear that Marx’s aim is 

1. to focus on the distinction itself, emphasizing the vital importance of 
keeping constantly in mind the qualitative differences implicit in it; 

2. to insist that the superstructure cannot be determined with the same 
precision as the strictly “material transformation of the economic con¬ 
ditions of production”; 

3. to indicate that since there is a dialectical interaction between the 
superstructure and the material base—and thus both profoundly 
affect one another, thereby together constituting an organic whole— 
by implication: the overall development of the whole complex cannot 
be “determined with the precision of natural science.” 
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Strangely, however, the passage is often interpreted as if Marx had 
said: “One should never distinguish between the material transformations 
and the ideological forms.” Once such vital qualifications are disre¬ 
garded, the road is wide open for constructing a totally unrecognizable 
edifice of Marxism, in accordance with a fetish-like view of science. The 
necessary result of this kind of misreading is a reductionist distortion, 
irrespective of the subjective intent behind it: be it the aim of producing 
some structuralist/Marxist “revival,” or, on the contrary, that of supplying 
the grateful audience of bourgeois cultural/political expectations with yet 
another “final refutation” of Marxism and its alleged “historicism.” 

We can see the consequences of identifying the Marxian conception 
with a model of natural science in Popper’s celebrated attack on Marxism. 
In The Poverty of Historicism 15 —a title, according to the author, 
“intended as an allusion to the title of Marx’s book The Poverty of 
Philosophy ” 16 —he proudly announces that “I have succeeded in giving a 
refutation of historicism.” 17 And this is how the line of reasoning of this 
much acclaimed “refutation” runs: 

1. The course of human history is strongly influenced by the growth of 
human knowledge. (The truth of this premise must be admitted even 
by those who see in our ideas, including our scientific ideas, merely 
the by-products of material developments of some kind or other.) 

2. We cannot predict, by rational or scientific methods, the future growth 
of our scientific knowledge. 

3. We cannot, therefore, predict the future course of human history. 

4. This means that we must reject the possibility of a theoretical history; 
that is to say, of a historical social science that would correspond to the¬ 
oretical physics. [Popper’s emphasis.] There can be no scientific theory 
of historical development serving as a basis for historical prediction. 

5 The fundamental aim of historicist methods is therefore miscon¬ 
ceived; and historicism collapses. 18 
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As we can see, the whole “refutation” sets out from the invention of a 
straw-man that later can be knocked down or made to “collapse” with the 
greatest ease. This obliging strawman is produced by substituting for the 
complex dialectical model of base and superstructure an absurdly reduc¬ 
tionist caricature according to which ideas are “merely the by-product of 
material developments.” This is, of course, a rather crude way of begging 
the question, since the author prefabricates for his own use a convenient 
target that is “made to measure” for the circularly anticipated refutation. 

And this is only the outer perimeter of the web of tautologies from 
which the Popperian “refutation” is constructed. The next circle is spun 
by defmitionally—and, of course, arbitrarily— separating the production 
of knowledge from the social and historical conditions of its production, 
so as to be able to oppose this artificially disembodied knowledge to 
social/historical developments and determinations. 

To be sure, this kind of disembodied knowledge is immune to social 
influences and to the possibility of prediction. However, by circularly 
defining knowledge in a way that fits in with the requirements of the self- 
anticipating “refutation,” the reality of knowledge—together with the 
actual conditions of its production—must disappear without trace. For 
in the real world the development of knowledge is dialectically inter¬ 
twined with social processes, and it is a matter of degree how much they 
(a) influence and (b) are predictable with regard to their reciprocal 
impact on one another. 

Thus, though it is indeed impossible to predict the appearance of this 
or that particular item of knowledge at a determinate time in history—just 
as it is impossible to predict the particular events through which a so¬ 
cial/historical trend asserts itself—it is by no means impossible to grasp 
the connection between the emergence and further development of a cer¬ 
tain type of knowledge and the broad social/historical determinations on 
the basis of which both the scientific knowledge of an age and the institu¬ 
tional/instrumental framework of the corresponding social formation 
articulate themselves in their manifold details. 

Significantly, from Popper’s deductions both qualifiers are omitted. 
The degree to which the development of knowledge can or cannot be pre¬ 
dicted becomes a categorical denial of the possibility of its prediction. At 
the same time, no attempt is made at specifying the degree to which the 
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“non-predictable” development of knowledge—which is itself subject to 
the necessary dialectical qualifications—vitiates social/historical predic¬ 
tion in general. (In other words, what is crudely distorted here is that, 
since the development of knowledge is in fact predictable up to a certain 
degree in the sense indicated a moment ago, and since the advancement of 
knowledge is itself only one of the factors involved in social development, 
historical prediction is indeed possible to a quite significant degree.) It 
sounds much better—and supports the claim “I have succeeded in giving 
a refutation of historicism” more convincingly—if one can categorically 
state that, since the growth of knowledge is unpredictable as a matter of 
logical impossibility therefore historical prediction is a priori impossible 
on other than the most myopic scale. The trouble is, though, that the all 
too eager omission of the necessary qualifications makes the Popperian 
deduction/“refutation” fallacious even in its own terms of reference. 

But perhaps the most revealing part of the Popperian web of tautologies 
is its inner circle and “ultimate proof” as enunciated in point 4. According 
to this “there can be no scientific theory of historical development” because 
no historical conception can aspire at being like “ theoretical physics Here 
again an arbitrary measure is definitionally assumed as the self-evident ori¬ 
enting principle of all rational discourse on science and history, and thus the 
“refutation” is accomplished by circularly concluding that “historicism” 
does not match up to the arbitrarily assumed measure. 

In truth the supposedly self-evident measure is only a sieve, made of 
enormous holes—the latter so big, in fact, that even a great deal of natu¬ 
ral science would fall through them, not to mention the totality of social 
science —held together by nothing more sound and solid than crusading 
ideological hostility toward Marxism. 

The title of another crusading book by Popper— The Open Society 
and Its Enemies —speaks for itself in this respect. Anything that cannot fit 
into the pattern of apologetically patching up and papering over the 
cracks of the established order—especially the idea of the self-manage¬ 
ment of a socialist society by the associated producers, in accordance 
with an overall plan they set for themselves—is categorically rejected by 
appending the labels of “holism” and “pre-scientific perfectionism.” We 
can see the ideological interest beneath the surface of such exorcism-by¬ 
labeling in the following fines: “An additional reason for considering the 
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holistic approach to social science as pre-scientific is that it contains an 
element of perfectionism. Once we realize, however, that we cannot make 
heaven on earth but can only improve matters a little, we also realize that 
we can only improve them little by little.” 19 

The logic of this “scientific” procedure is really telling. First the idea 
of improving the conditions of life through major changes in society is 
turned into “an element of perfectionism” (and ipso facto consigned to 
the devil as “pre-scientific”). Next, the alleged element of perfectionism is 
rhetorically equated with wanting to have wholesale “ heaven on earth” 
(and dismissed as self-evident absurdity by the force of the image itself). 
Having thus cleared the ground—not by proof or reasoning but through 
rhetoric and labeling—the author can now introduce the totally unsup¬ 
ported assertion (the underlying aim of the whole exercise) according to 
which “we can only improve matters a little Finally, the arbitrarily 
assumed “little” stipulates the one and only conceivable “scientific 
method” appropriate to its object: the “ little by little” of apologetic 
“social engineering” confined to technological manipulation. 

Naturally, sympathy for this crusading posture dulls the philosophical 
sensitivity of those who should know better—at least at the level of formal 
logic. Instead, the true character of Popperian “refutation”— that its inner 
core is a self-referential tautology (the mythical model of “theoretical 
physics”) wrapped up in a double circularity, as we have seen already— 
remains hidden and the enterprise is hailed as ultimate wisdom. Thus, 
thanks to a large extent to the fetish of “science” it uses in its circular “refu¬ 
tations,” blatant ideological hostility—wedded to logical fallaciousness— 
can successfully misrepresent itself as “the logic of scientific discovery.” 

Characteristically, even the most far-fetched speculation is seriously 
entertained in this “scientific discourse” so long as it promises to yield 
some useful ammunition against the ideological adversary. We read in The 
Poverty of Historicism: 

There is, for example, a trend toward an ‘accumulation of means of pro¬ 
duction’ (as Marx puts it). But we should hardly expect it to persist in a 
population which is rapidly decreasing; and such a decrease may in turn 
depend on extra-economic conditions, for example, on chance inventions, 
or conceivably on the direct physiological (perhaps biochemical) impact of 


an industrial environment. There are, indeed, countless possible condi¬ 
tions; and in order to be able to examine these possibilities in our search 
for the true conditions of a trend, we have all the time to try to imagine con¬ 
ditions under which the trend in cjuestion would disappear. But this is just 
what the historicist cannot do. He firmly believes in his favorite trend, and 
conditions under which it would disappear are to him unthinkable. The 
poverty of historicism, we might say, is a poverty of imagination . 20 

Here we are again presented with a caricature of Marx as a mechanical 
materialist and crude determinist. For Marx does not speak generically 
about an “accumulation of means of production” but defines with great 
precision the objective conditions of the historically identified trend in 
terms of the “organic composition of capital,” the “declining rate of 
profit,” the “centralization and concentration of capital,” etc. What he 
“fails” to do, of course, is to supply capital’s apologists with a list of 
grotesquely fanciful “conditions” (self-congratulatorily praised by Popper 
as “imagination”) which would a priori invalidate his concern with the 
inner contradictions of capital foreshadowing the system’s breakdown. 

Surely, Popper must know that if science wasted its time on speculat¬ 
ing about possible “chance inventions” and about all “conceivable possi¬ 
bilities” as well as counter-possibilities, one would never get as far as lift¬ 
ing one little finger for the realization of any task whatsoever, thinking that 
“possibly” they are all doomed to failure as a result of some “conceivable” 
intervening counter-condition. For just as practical activity of real life in 
general—subject to a multiplicity of objective constraints—so science, 
too, is not concerned with the “bad infinity” of fancifully abstract “con¬ 
ceivable possibilities” but with concrete possibilities and probabilities , 
which are defined in more or less direct terms with some relevance to the 
problems at stake. 

Thus to dismiss Marx in an age of dramatically rising population as a 
“hopelessly unimaginative historicist” for his alleged failure to talk a cen¬ 
tury earlier about a “rapidly decreasing population” as the sound 
counter-condition to his own theory is rather astonishing. For even if we 
disregard how wide Popper’s own counterexamples miss their mark, the 
fact remains that the only way to satisfy the conditions laid down by the 
author—namely to water down the validity of the identified social/eco- 
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nomic trends by conjuring up possible “chance inventions” and “count¬ 
less possible extra-economic conditions” as well as other “imagined” and 
“conceivable” counter-conditions—is not to have any critical theory at all 
about actual social/economic trends. But, of course, that is precisely the 
purpose of the much celebrated Popperian undertaking. 


1.4 Concepts and Metaphors: A Problem of Method 

In contrast to all fetishistic views of science and their crude models of 
causation—which equate social determination with the necessity of a 
mechanical natural science (hence their notion of “historical inevitabil¬ 
ity”) and lead to reductionism even when not motivated by ideological 
hostility—it is important to grasp social causation by preserving the great 
complexity of determinations involved in its manifold interacting dimen¬ 
sions. The Marxian theory of base and superstructure is meant to put into 
relief such qualitatively different dimensions and their complicated in¬ 
terrelations, instead of providing a magic formula for bringing everything 
under the lowest common denominator, as some interpretations do while 
attempting to find inadmissible shortcuts. 21 

Admittedly, it is much easier to operate with neat reductions and 
schematic models than to take hold of the elusive social process in a way 
that adequately reproduces, within the categorial framework employed, 
the objective dynamic of the dialectical movement. Furthermore, in the 
“shorthand” notation of our own thinking we all tend to sum up—often 
by images and similes—whole networks of complicated categorial inter¬ 
connections, with reference to shifting, and through their reciprocity 
meaningful, sets of relations. Such shorthand is a necessary part of the 
economy of thought, although by no means devoid of its own complica¬ 
tions and drawbacks. For though on the one hand it enables us to bring 
simultaneously into focus a multiplicity of interconnections, together 
with their complex ramifications (which simply could not be recalled in 
any other way with such simultaneity), on the other hand, all this is 
accomplished only in the form of more or less obvious implications and 
allusions. The latter, in turn, are open to further expansion or completion 
and are subject to a number of possible interpretations in the light of 
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which particular members of the interconnected sets are pushed into the 
foreground. Indeed, the shorthand or graphic image itself may even be an 
obstacle to a proper understanding of the complex relations at issue if it 
is not coupled with an adequate conceptual articulation of the relevant 
constituents involved. 

In this sense, “base and superstructure,” “reflection,” and even “reci¬ 
procal action,” represent insurmountable difficulties if taken literally, as, 
unfortunately, all too often happens to be the case. For in their immediacy 
they are only similes (in everyday language also described as 
“metaphors”) 22 whose straightforward conceptual translation is—of 
necessity—one-sided, if not altogether mechanical. 

The most problematical of these images, surrounded by interminable 
controversy, is the “reflection” theory of art and knowledge. At the roots 
of it stands the proposition according to which the various forms of social 
consciousness origina te on the material ground of social being, as spelled 
out in The German Ideology and in the 1859 “Preface” quoted above: a 
proposition very difficult to object to on other than purely speculative, 
idealist grounds. However, the simile of “reflection,” especially as linked 
to the image of the mirror, cannot help slanting the issue in the direction 
of a mechanical account. Taken in its literal/immediate sense, this graphic 
image cannot reproduce the dialectical complexity of the manifold inter¬ 
active processes referred to but tends to compress them into a simple one- 
to-one relationship of which—to make things worse still—the “reflected” 
part is merely a passive constituent. 

Nor would the difficulties ipso facto disappear by pointing to a 
“reciprocal action” between the two sides. For the primary problem lies 
in the mechanical literal meaning of this provisional simile itself, which 
can only serve as a point of departure to the required flexible and dynamic 
explanation. It is of little consequence to suggest that the object is not 
only reflected in the mirror but also “reacts back” on the mirror itself, 
since it is very difficult to imagine what meaning, if any, one could ascribe 
to such “reaction” within the literal sense of the simile. 

In any case, the idea of a “reciprocal action” by no means constitutes 
on its own a self-evident dialectical qualifier, since prima facie it recalls 
the third law of motion of Newtonian mechanics in the framework of 
which it originally acquired its meaning. The problem is not only that the 
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real situation reveals a multiplicity of reciprocally interpenetrating and 
structurally modifying/modified elements in the dialectic of base and 
superstructure, but that the various constituents involved are not homoge¬ 
neous entities or forces. Thus an additional complication has to be faced, 
in the sense that the “homogenization” of the material and the ideal fac¬ 
tors—or something equivalent to such homogenization—must be first 
established before one could take for granted the possibility of a “recip¬ 
rocal action” between base and superstructure. 

Similarly, the notion of “base and superstructure” presents us with 
a whole range of difficult problems. As a spatial simile, it lends itself 
with particular ease to mechanical distortions, suggesting an ossified, 
uni-directional determination which in no way can be redressed by some 
vague and rather incoherent talk about “overdetermination.” For once the 
shorthand summing up of “base and superstructure”—which stands for a 
great multitude of dialectical determinations and interconnections—is 
reduced to the one-sided simplicity of its literal meaning, no amount of 
patching up will turn the static architectural skeleton into a living organ¬ 
ism so as to match the inherently dynamic character of the social metab¬ 
olism, with all its arterial as well as capillary processes. 

Methodologically, the distortions in all these cases do not arise simply 
from the restrictive imagery itself but from the use to which the particular 
images are put. Similes and analogies cannot help being what they are, 
and even the best of them are bound to break down sooner or later. Nor 
is it conceivable to do without them. For it is an inherent characteristic of 
the thought process that it proceeds by stages, requiring a number of pro¬ 
visional summations before the envisaged end can be reached. These 
summations in turn represent progressively higher plateaus or “base 
camps” from which the final assault on the chosen summit may be even¬ 
tually attempted. As such the provisional summations do not carry the 
meaning of the enterprise itself, only that of its necessary instrumentality. 

Of course, by no means are all “base camps” made of similes, analo¬ 
gies, etc., even if many of them are. What matters here is that all such pro¬ 
visional summations—be they graphic or not in character—must be fur¬ 
ther articulated in the course of the discursive analysis, in accordance 
with the particular requirements of the shifting contexts to which they are 
related. If, therefore, the imagery is confined to the immediacy of its literal 
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meaning, no further articulation and enrichment of its original connota¬ 
tions is possible. Consequently, the “base camp” becomes an end in itself, 
and all newly arising data as well as their correlations are manipulated so 
as to compress everything into its restrictive confines, rationalizing at the 
same time this “Procrustean” practice of manipulation as if it were the ful¬ 
fillment of the given task in its integrality. This is why it is essential to rec¬ 
ognize the strictly summary and provisional character of all similes and 
comparisons, treating them with great caution within the limits of their 
usefulness and discarding them the very moment they tend to constrain 
the necessary conceptual articulation and elucidation toward which even 
the best of them can only supply a stepping-stone. 


1.5 Technological Determinism and Dialectics 

In Marx’s conception of social processes and transformations every single 
element is considered in its dialectical linkages with all the others. The 
overall complex can be visualized as dialectical only because its “mo¬ 
ments” themselves are dynamically interconnected constituents of a struc¬ 
tured whole. In other words, there is a fundamental coherence between the 
global structure and its “microstructures” without which one could only 
speak of some chaotic aggregate of disparate elements, and not of a devel¬ 
oping social totality, with identifiable tendencies of its own. 

In this sense, the relationship between base and superstructure can be 
dialectical because both complexes are constituted in an irreducibly dia¬ 
lectical way. Forgetting this elementary truth leads to mechanical distor¬ 
tions of the Marxian conception, like the “technological determinism” of 
Kautsky and Bukharin as well as of many less well-known figures. In one 
of his early essays Lukacs rightly emphasizes that 

Bukharin attributes to technology a far too determinant position, which 
completely misses the spirit of dialectical materialism. . . Bukharin 
remarks: “Every given system of social technique determines human 
work relations as well.” He attributes the predominance of a natural econ¬ 
omy in classical times to the low level of technical development. He 
insists: “If technique changes, the division of labour in society also 
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changes.” He asserts that “in the last analysis” society is dependent on 
the development of technique, which is seen as the “basic determinacy ” 
of the “productive forces of society,” etc. It is obvious that this final iden¬ 
tification of technique with the forces of production is neither valid nor 
Marxist. Technique is a part, a moment, naturally of great importance, of 
the social productive forces, but it is neither simply identical with them, 
nor (as some of Bukharin’s earlier points would seem to imply) the final 
or absolute moment of the changes in these forces . 23 

In such approaches, the oversimplifying interpretation of the 
base/superstructure model as a rigid one-to-one correspondence between 
its two key terms of reference—stipulating a unilateral determination of the 
world of ideas by the material world—is founded on the mechanical reduc¬ 
tion of the base itself to one of its manifold constituents, carrying with it the 
disappearance of all the relevant dialectical linkages and the replacement of 
the concept of social structure (or socioeconomic structure) by that of the 
“base” narrowly identified with the fetishistic objectivity of technology. 

Thus the unwarranted literal interpretation of the base/superstructure 
model reveals a conceptual rigidity at the core of all such mechanical/re¬ 
ductionist theories. It is not the Marxian graphic simile that pushes this 
kind of approach toward the mechanical one-sidedness of its technologi¬ 
cal determinism. On the contrary, it is the fetishistic view of necessity, sci¬ 
ence, objectivity, and technology of its propounders that reaches out for a 
crude literal interpretation of base and superstructure as the authoritative 
legitimation and grounding of extremely dubious positions. 

In complete contrast, Marx defines the socioeconomic structure in 
the passage quoted earlier from the 1859 “Preface” as “the totality of the 
relations of production,” which is an inherently dialectical concept. 
Furthermore, the latter constitutes the necessary framework into which 
all material and work processes are inserted and embedded, including, of 
course, every conceivable form of technology. Thus there is an 
inescapable dialectical relationship between the forces and the relations 
of production on the foundation of which it is possible to think of the 
social whole as a dialectically structured complex: one made up of 
dynamically interacting parts that reciprocally determine one another in 
all directions through their “embedding embeddedness.” 
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The dialectic is either everywhere or nowhere. If we exclude it from 
the social determination of the productive forces and technology, we turn 
dialectic into a pseudo-historical conceptual device incapable of explain¬ 
ing social transformations, depriving thereby the base/superstructure 
model of its explanatory value as well. 

The dialectical intent implicit everywhere in the Marxian conception 
is forcefully put into relief when Marx insists on the “dialectic of the con¬ 
cepts productive force (means of production) and relation of production, 
a dialectic whose boundaries are to be determined, and which does not 
suspend the real difference ,” 24 It is this dialectic that makes the graphic 
imagery acceptable and illuminating. For if at the core of a theory we find 
instead a rigid, mechanically linked set of relations, no amount of picto¬ 
rial flourish is going to turn such a view of reality into a flexible dialecti¬ 
cal conception. And by the same token, if a “mechanical Marxist” thinker 
wants to fit things into his own conceptual scheme, he must radically 
change the original base/superstructure model, too, with all of its corol¬ 
laries, so as to make them compatible—by means of a one-sided, “literal” 
interpretation and reduction—with the reductionist meaning of techno¬ 
logical determinism as such. 

The dialectical approach is concerned with bringing to die fore the 
objective internal connections of a complex while drawing the necessary 
lines of demarcation—defining die boundaries, as Marx puts it—between die 
multiplicity of constitutive “moments” that make up the overall structure. 

Both steps are vitally important. Concentrating on the great variety of 
objective interconnections enables one to grasp the constantly unfolding 
process in its inner dynamism. At the same time, “defining the bound¬ 
aries” makes it possible to preserve the “ real differences” in their tangible 
specificity without which the first step could not produce a dialectical 
approximation of its object but only a chaotic flux of shapes and hues 
merging into one another. 

A “dialectic” devoid of firm lines of demarcation and “overriding 
[iiber-greifenden] moments” could amount to no more than tautology, or 
to the unenlightening truism according to which “everything is con¬ 
nected with everything else.” For it is the determinate character of what is 
connected as well as the specific mode of the prevailing connections that 
matters, not the mere fact of connectedness. Accordingly, the object of a 
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dialectical inquiry must be grasped as a totality whose parts are not 
merely interconnected, nor equally important, but constitute a structured 
whole, with its appropriate internal order and determinate hierarchies, 
even if the latter must be understood as dynamically shifting and chang¬ 
ing, in accordance with the inherent nature of a dialectical complex. 

The validity of Marx’s model of base and superstructure arises precisely 
from its ability to set boundaries on a firm foundation, by focusing on the rel¬ 
evant historical specificities in the structural framework of dialectical inter¬ 
connections: a procedure that simultaneously unfolds and puts into per¬ 
spective the real differences. Since structural and historical determinations 
constitute an inseparable unity in this conception, there can be no room for 
absolutes, for any “eternalization of the relations of production,” nor indeed 
for their opposite: a totally disorienting “historical relativism.” 

Historical materialism, as its name implies, explains the various social 
processes and intellectual developments in their coherently ordered com¬ 
plexity in relation to their material ground without reducing them to some 
abstract material entity. For, on the one hand, being dialectically related to a 
material structure is very far from being identical to it; and on the other, the 
material foundation referred to is itself inherendy historical in character. 

To appreciate the anti-relativist stance and at the same time the com¬ 
plete flexibility of Marx’s approach, it is necessary to present here the 
broad outlines of his conception of dialectical interdeterminations. 

The social metabolism is the ultimate framework of reference of this 
conception, since it comprehends the totality of determinations, from the 
direct material processes to the most mediated intellectual practices. The 
structural foundation of all social processes is the transhistorical, objec¬ 
tivity of social ontological determinations in virtue of the inescapable fact 
that the social metabolism is rooted—and remains so even at the highest 
conceivable level of social and technological development—in the metab¬ 
olism between humankind and nature. 

However, two qualifications are necessary in order to avoid misun¬ 
derstanding. First, and this cannot be repeated often enough, “transhis¬ 
torical” means precisely what it says: namely, ^raw-historical and not 
■sw^ra-historical. The concept of “transhistorical” expresses the contin¬ 
ued reproduction—even though with changing weight and relative signif¬ 
icance in relation to the given social totality—of determinate conditions or 
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processes across historical boundaries, whereas the idea of anything 
“supra- historical” is no more than a metaphysical mystification. 

The second point to stress is that although the fundamental material 
determinations of social life persist throughout history, they do not by any 
means occupy the same position at all times in the overall hierarchy of 
interacting forces that regulate the historically always specific social 
metabolism. Obviously, even at the highest conceivable level of develop¬ 
ment they remain latent and therefore may surface with brutal sudden¬ 
ness under the circumstances of an all-embracing structural crisis. Since, 
however—thanks to the achievements of progressive socioeconomic 
transformations—the most elemental material determinations become 
latent only, far more mediated superstructural factors may assume a key 
position in the historically prevailing order of structural hierarchies. 

The social totality at any particular time in history is constituted from 
a multiplicity of interdeterminations, with a—changing—relative weight 
of each (hence the concept of “iibergreifendes [overriding] Moment”) in 
the overall complex. The relative weight of the various factors and deter¬ 
minations depends on the functions they are called upon to fulfill in the 
social metabolism, which in turn depends both on the attained degree of 
historical/economic development of the society in question and on the 
successful functioning of the given set of determinations in the prevailing 
order of hierarchies for reproducing the conditions of existence of that 
society. As long as the function of reproduction is successfully carried 
out, the “brute” material determinations need not be directly operative 
but may be displaced by superstructural mechanisms and determina¬ 
tions, as mentioned above. However, they are reactivated again at times 
when we experience a serious disruption in the social metabolism, thus 
calling for a major restructuring of the existing structural hierarchies. 


1.6 The Dialectic of Structure and History 

To sum up, the following points must be emphasized: 

1. The social complex is defined as a rigorously structured whole (in 
contrast to all “historical relativism”), with its—dynamically changing 
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and shifting—internal hierarchies and more or less dominant “ liber- 
greifenden ” moments. 

2. The Marxian simile of “reflection” must be understood—in conjunc¬ 
tion with the base/superstructure model and the manifold “reciproc¬ 
ities” implicit in it—in the context of this historically articulated and 
flexible conception of structural hierarchies, and not as a static deter¬ 
mination, established once and for all in a mechanical order of 
things. 

3. The superstructural complexes—from law and politics to art and 
morality—only originate (as The German Ideology and the 1859 
“Preface” make amply clear) in the basic material determinations of 
social life, but do not always remain directly dependent on them. 
Hence the possibility of their relative autonomy and to a significant 
extent independent development with regard to the original material 
determinations. To attempt to make sense of every particular super- 
structural nuance or permutation in terms of the given material deter¬ 
minations is, therefore, rather nonsensical. 

4. The relative autonomy of superstructural complexes establishes the 
possibility of breaking the stranglehold of direct material/economic 
determinations under favorable circumstances. Without the relative 
autonomy that arises out of the interplay of superstructural media¬ 
tions upon which the possibility of a break is founded, the Marxian 
discourse on socialism—which stipulates the necessity of such a 
break—would be totally incoherent. 

5. The original material determinations are progressively displaced in 
the course of historical development, and their severity greatly dimin¬ 
ishes parallel to the multiplication of the productive forces. At the 
same time, they are never completely superseded but remain latent 
under the surface of the displacing mechanisms and consumptive 
modalities of social reproduction; indeed, they violently reassert 
themselves at the time of a major breakdown in the social metabolism 
with greater intensity the more generalizable the conditions causing 
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the breakdown are in an increasingly integrated global framework of 
social reproduction. 

6. The superstructural mediations are not suspended in thin air and fol¬ 
low a course entirely of their own but, notwithstanding their relative 
autonomy, are sociohistorically specific carriers of determinate mate¬ 
rial functions with which they are reciprocally embedded through 
appropriate forms and modes of mediation. Such embeddedness is 
particularly pronounced at earlier stages of social development. 

7. A more advanced stage of social development is by no means synony¬ 
mous with a smaller degree of economic determination, as capitalism 
testifies. Nevertheless, such “advanced” forms of the domination of 
society by the material/economic processes can only operate through 
highly sophisticated and complex institutional mediations, encom¬ 
passing not only the material base but the superstructure in its 
entirety. Accordingly, the crisis of such forms of socioeconomic 
metabolism of necessity embraces all dimensions of social life, under¬ 
lining the need for a radical overhaul of society as a whole, with all its 
vital reproductive practices. (Evidently, the move from limited con¬ 
sumption to socially being able to sustain “luxury” requires not only 
the provision of the strictly material conditions of such a process but 
also the simultaneous mobilization of a great variety of superstructural 
mechanisms and mediations, from fashion and market research to the 
manipulation of taste and the creation and consolidation of “con¬ 
sumer-oriented” systems of value. Less obviously, perhaps, capitalis¬ 
tic market transactions imply a highly articulated system of state and 
inter-state relations, notwithstanding the mythology of “private” 
enterprise and “individual” incentive. The transition from handling 
metalmoney to electronically transmitting capital sums and profit fig¬ 
ures of transnational companies from one computer terminal to 
another in different parts of the globe is hardly conceivable without a 
massive co-involvement of the capitalist state—as the ultimate guaran¬ 
tor for the viability of all such operations—either directly or from 
behind the stage.) 
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8. The relative autonomy of superstructural mediations mentioned in 
points (3) and (4) emphasized the possibility of a socialist break with 
capital’s material determinations. It is, however, necessary to add to 
that some considerations concerning the ambivalent political charac¬ 
ter of this break, on account of the following circumstances: since the 
transition from the rule of capital to the “realm of the new historic 
form” involves the radical restructuring of the existing internal hierar¬ 
chies dominated by the economy, the necessary break with the domi¬ 
nant practices in the first place must take a directly political form; but 
whereas capital’s material/economic domination is being exercised on 
a global scale, the political break—in view of the structural articulation 
of the political as subsumed under particular states—cannot be other 
than limited in scope and extent in its initial stages, instead of being 
global, in accordance with the inherent requirements of the task to be 
accomplished. 

These points put together throw into sharp relief the fundamental 
inseparability of the structural and the historical. For the structural is, so 
to speak, soaked in history and the historical is always articulated as a spe¬ 
cific set of structural determinations. 


NOTES 

1. Frederick Engels, “Speech at the Graveside of Karl Marx” (March 17, 
1883), in Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Selected Works, Foreign 
Languages Publishing House, Moscow, 1951, 2:153. 

2. Karl Marx, “Theses on Feuerbach,” in Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, 
Collected Works, Lawrence and Wishart, London, 1975, 5:3 (henceforth 
MECW). 

3. See the treatment of this issue particularly in Marx’s Grundrisse. 

4. Hegel, Philosophy of Right, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1942, 220. 

5. Karl Marx, Grundrisse, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 1973,104-5. 

6. Ibid., 106. 

7. MECW, 53-54. 

8. In his Ontology of Social Being (Merlin Press, London, 1978), Lukacs 
makes the important point that even the smallest constituents of the social 
complex are themselves complexes. Thus, in describing the social totality, 
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we have to talk about a “complex of complexes,” and not of the mere com¬ 
bination of more or less easily isolable, atomistic constituents. 

9. “Both for the production on a mass scale of this communist conscious¬ 
ness, and for the success of the cause itself, the alteration of men on a 
mass scale is necessary, an alteration which can only take place in a prac¬ 
tical movement, a revolution; the revolution is necessary, therefore, not 
only because the ruling class cannot be overthrown in any other way, but 
also because the class overthrowing it can only in a revolution succeed in 
ridding itself of all the muck of ages and become fitted to found society 
anew.” MECW, 5:52-53. 

As we can see, the accent is on the revolution being practical, rather 
than simplistically material, since its primary concern is the production and 
ongoing development of the necessary revolutionary consciousness on a 
mass scale. Furthermore, it is equally stressed that this revolution is con¬ 
stantly self-renewing: a restless “permanent revolution” through which the 
revolutionary masses “become fitted to found society anew.” Thus, also 
under this aspect, to think of the constantly self-renewing revolution—con¬ 
cerned with the production of a revolutionary consciousness—as a simple 
material mechanism would be a contradiction in terms. 

10. “If these material elements of a complete revolution are not present— 
namely, on the one hand the existing productive forces, on the other the 
formation [Bildung] of a revolutionary mass, which revolts not only 
against particular [ einzelne ] conditions of the existing society, but 
against the existing ‘production of life’ itself, the ‘total activity’ on which 
it was based—then it is absolutely immaterial for practical development 
whether the idea of this revolution has been expressed a hundred times 
already, as the history of communism proves.” Ibid., 54. 

Thus, the point is not to oppose the practical reality of the revolution¬ 
ary masses to the idea but to emphasize their necessary unification. For the 
revolutionary masses quite simply do not exist without the consciousness 
of both having to, and being fitted to, radically transform the “total activity” 
of society; which is truly a matter of Bildung, dialectically meaning “objec¬ 
tive constitution” as well as education. 

11. “The materialist doctrine concerning the changing of circumstances 
and upbringing forgets that circumstances are changed by men and that 
the educator must himself be educated. This doctrine must, therefore, 
divide society into two parts, one of which is superior to society. The 
coincidence of the changing of circumstances and of human activity or 
self-change can be conceived and rationally understood only as revolu¬ 
tionary practice.” MECW, 5:4. 

12. The real novelty of the 1859 “Preface” in this respect consists in stressing 
the key mediating role of the legal and political superstructure. 
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13. A great deal of nonsense is written about the alleged opposition between 
Marx and Engels, on the flimsy ground that the terms “historical and 
dialectical materialism” are not used by Marx. This kind of “discovery” 
amounts to no more than making a fetish out of some half-understood 
words. For Marx in fact speaks of the “materialist conception of history,” 
stressing its inherently dialectical character and the vital importance of 
reciprocal determinations and interactions. He opposes this dynamic, his¬ 
torical/dialectical conception of materialism to “naturalistic materialism,” 
defending himself against “Accusations about the materialism of this con¬ 
ception. Relation to naturalistic materialism.” And this is how the lines 
just quoted continue: “Dialectic of the concepts productive force (means 
of production) and relation of production, a dialectic whose boundaries 
are to be determined, and which does not suspend [aufhebt] the real dif¬ 
ference.” ( Grundrisse , 109.) Thus the meaningful line of demarcation is 
not between Marx and Engels but between dialectical/historical and natu¬ 
ralistic materialism. 

14. Karl Marx, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, Lawrence 
& Wishart, London, 1971,20-21. 

15. Karl Popper, The Poverty of Historicism, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
London, 1957. 

16. Ibid.,xi. 

17. Ibid.,ix. 

18. Ibid., ix-x. 

19. Ibid., 75, Popper’s emphases. 

20. Ibid., 129-30. 

21. For instance, by suggesting that everything can be handled “with the preci¬ 
sion of natural science.” 

22. See in this respect my essay, “Metaphor and Simile,” in Philosophy, 
Ideology and Social Science, Harvester Press, 1986. See also chapter 3 in 
this volume, “Key Concepts in the Dialectic of Base and Superstructure.” 

23. Georg Lukacs, Political Writings, 1919-1929, N.L.B., London, 1972, 
136. 

24. Marx, Grundrisse, 109. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Dialectical Transformations: Teleology, 
History, and Social Consciousness 


2.1 Social Interaction and Uneven Development 

According to Marx, the potential impact of the interaction between the 
material base and the superstructure can be both positive and negative, 
from early stages of historical development right up to that point in history 
when human beings consciously take control over the conflicting social 
forces of their situation. Hence ideology, too, appears in his conception 
with diametrically opposed connotations. On the one hand, it is presented 
in its negativity as a mystifying and counterproductive force which greatly 
hinders development. Yet on the other hand, it is also seen as a vital posi¬ 
tive factor—bent on overcoming determinate social constraints and resist¬ 
ances—without whose active contribution the forward driving potentiali¬ 
ties of the given historical situation quite simply could not unfold. 

Some critics see an “ambiguity” in this view and try to remove it by 
giving ideology a one-sidedly negative connotation. The trouble with 
such interpretations is that they end up with a circular definition of both 
science and ideology as self-referential opposites to one another. To quote 
one example: 
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The comprehensive view [of the Marxian conception of ideology] holds 
that all philosophical, political, legal, etc., forms are ideological, though 
this is not said in so many words. The restrictive interpretation holds that 
only those philosophical, political, legal, etc., forms which are ideological 
can be opposed to science, without implying that they are always neces¬ 
sarily so. I think this interpretation is more consistent with Marx’s other 
tenets, but one has to accept that an ambiguity exists in Marx’s text. 1 

Unfortunately, the evidence put forward by the people who argue on 
these lines in support of their curious approach is rather flimsy. Thus we 
read in the same book: “In the 1859 Preface Marx referred to the ‘forms 
of social consciousness’ which correspond to the economic structures, 
but he does not equate them with ideology, nor does he use the term super¬ 
structure to refer to them ,” 2 

This sounds very firm and conclusive indeed, establishing in the 
author’s view the negative conception of ideology on Marx’s authority. 
For if this is how Marx sees things, then it would appear to follow, as 
Larrain in fact later asserts, that “the superstructure of ideas refers to a 
global societal level of consciousness, whereas ideology is only a 
restricted part of the superstructure which includes specific forms of dis¬ 
torted consciousness ” 3 

Surprisingly, however, our quote from page 171 continues like this: 
“None the less, in a subsequent passage Marx affirmed that”—and there 
follows a quotation (from the 1859 Preface) in which Marx clearly states 
the very opposite of what he was supposed to have said earlier in the same 
passage, namely he refers in general terms to “the legal, political, reli¬ 
gious, aesthetic or philosophic—in short, ideological forms in which men 
become conscious of this conflict and fight it out.” 

Hence one cannot quite understand the meaning of “none the less,” 
nor the vagueness of “in a subsequent passage” that implies some 
ambiguous second thought on Marx’s part. For the fact is that the so- 
called subsequent passage is part of the same paragraph, just a few lines 
from Marx’s reference to the correspondence between the material/econ- 
omic base and “definite forms of social consciousness,” written in the 
same breath and representing the logical continuation, not the ambiguous 
opposite of that thought. 
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Thus the claimed ambiguity is not a feature of the Marxian concep¬ 
tion. Rather it is a requirement of the construct that wants to establish the 
one-sidedly negative characterization of ideology on Marx’s authority, at 
the cost of oversimplifying his views by removing the alleged “ambiguity” 
(in truth the dialectical complexity) from the Marxian approach. For the 
real dynamics and vitality of multidimensional dialectical determinations 
disappear without trace if one opts for the tempting simplicity of an 
“unambiguously” negative conception of ideology. 

In truth, there can be no a prioristic predetermination as to how the 
historical dialectic will unfold on the basis of the original correlates of the 
social metabolism. Nor can one a priori prejudge the way in which new 
material and intellectual factors—emerging at subsequent stages of histor¬ 
ical development—will affect the overall complex in its temporary synthe¬ 
sis of the interacting forces at a progressively higher plateau from which 
later advances may be attempted. 

To say that the plateau is progressively higher—thanks to the cumula¬ 
tive and at times dramatic advancement of the social productive forces— 
does not mean that there is something even vaguely resembling a linear 
progression. It simply means that if and when (or inasmuch as) the conflict¬ 
ing “moments” of the dynamic social interaction resolve their tensions— 
through devastations and revivals, relapses and qualitative improvements, 
the destruction of some forces and communities and the injection of new 
blood into others: in short, through the complicated trajectory of “uneven 
development”—then humanity finds itself at a higher level of actual produc¬ 
tive accomplishment, with new forces and potentialities of further advance 
at its disposal. However, there can be no guarantee of a positive resolution 
of the social antagonisms involved, as the suggestions that the struggle may 
end “in the common ruin of the contending classes” 4 and that the histori¬ 
cal alternative is “socialism or barbarism” 5 clearly acknowledge. 


2.2 Problematical Character of Labor’s Spontaneous Teleology 

Looking back from a certain distance at actual historical development—a 
distance from which the already consolidated plateaus stand out as “nec¬ 
essary stages” of the whole itinerary, while the manifold specific struggles 
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and contradicdons leading to them (which contain numerous pointers 
toward possible alternative configurations) fade into the background— 
one may have the illusion of a “logically necessary” progression, corre¬ 
sponding to some hidden design. Viewed from such a perspective, every¬ 
thing firmly established acquires its positive sense, and the consolidated 
stages by definition must appear to be positive/rational—in virtue of their 
actual consolidation. 

The historical images conceived in this way represent a rather prob¬ 
lematical achievement, as manifest in the idealist conceptions of history. 
Understandably, there is a tendency to treat teleology in general as a form 
of theology. This is due to a large extent to the long prevailing conjunc¬ 
tion of the two in an important current of the European philosophical tra¬ 
dition that formulated its explanations in terms of “final causes” and iden¬ 
tified the latter with the manifestation of the divine purpose in the order 
of nature. However, the summary equation of teleology and theology is 
quite unjustifiable since the objective teleology of labor is an essential part 
of any coherent materialistic historical explanation of social development. 
Such an explanation, dealing with actually unfolding causal factors and 
not with a priori preconceived schemes, has nothing whatsoever to do 
with theological assumptions, even though determinate teleological 
propositions are inseparable from it. 

Indeed, human history is not intelligible without some kind of teleol¬ 
ogy. But the only teleology consistent with the materialist conception of 
history is the objective and open-ended teleology of labor itself. At the 
fundamental ontological level such teleology is concerned with the way in 
which the human being—this unicjue “self-mediating being of nature”— 
creates and develops itself through its purposeful productive activity. 

In this process, labor fulfills the function of active mediation in the 
progressively changing metabolism between humankind and nature. All 
potentialities of the socialized human being as well as all characteristics of 
the social intercourse and social metabolism emerge from the objective 
teleology of this mediation. And since the labor involved in these 
processes and transformations is men’s own labor, the active mediation 
between humans and nature, too, cannot be considered other than self- 
mediation, which, as a framework of explanation, is radically opposed to 
any theological conception of teleology. 
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In this sense, history must be conceived as necessarily open-ended in 
virtue of the qualitative change that takes place in the natural order of 
determinations: the establishment of a unique framework of ontological 
necessity of which self-mediating human teleology itself is an integral part. 

The historically created radical openness of history—human history— 
is therefore inescapable in the sense that there can be no way of theoreti¬ 
cally or practically predetermining the forms and modalities of human 
.seif-mediation. For the complex teleological conditions of this self-medi¬ 
ation through productive activity can only be satisfied—since they are 
constantly being created and recreated—in the course of this self-media¬ 
tion itself. This is why all attempts at producing neatly self-contained and 
closed systems of historical explanation result either in some arbitrary 
reduction of the complexity of human actions to the crude simplicity of 
mechanical determinations or in the idealistic superimposition of one 
kind or another of a priori transcendentalism on the immanence of 
human development. 

However, the radical openness of the historical process—which is 
responsible for the simultaneously “positive negativity” and “negative 
positivity” of its results—is by no means fully characterized by emphasiz¬ 
ing the immanent and self-mediatory nature of the teleology of labor. 
There are three further major considerations that must be mentioned in 
this context: 

1. In accord with the inherent characteristics of the labor process, the 
purpose envisaged in its immediacy can only be a partial one, directly 
related to the task at hand, even if the cumulative partial solutions are 
always inserted into an increasingly broader context. Hence the “pos¬ 
itivity” of a successful solution is necessarily defective inasmuch as it 
cannot possibly control the global consequences and implications of 
its own success, which may in fact turn out to be utterly disastrous 
despite the positivity originally posited and implemented in the spe¬ 
cific teleological activity in cjuestion. 

As the multiplicity of limited teleological designs is realized in the 
course of practical productive activity, interlinking and integrating the 
specific results in a more or less coherent overall complex, a “totaliza¬ 
tion” of some kind takes place. However, it is a “totalization without a 
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totalizer” 6 and therefore the conscious partial projects must suffer the 
(negative, unintended) consequences of being inserted into a “blind” 
overall framework that seems to defy any attempt at being controlled. 
As a result, not only is the originally posited meaning of the partial 
projects deflected and distorted, but at the same time the unconscious 
totalization of the partial results—later rationalized as the benevolent 
“hidden hand” of market society—becomes the necessary foundation 
and structurally vitiated (i.e., from the very beginning distorting and 
alienating) presupposition and guiding principle of the partial teleo¬ 
logical activities themselves. 

Undoubtedly, historical development—through the growing divi¬ 
sion of labor, coupled with the unfolding interconnectedness, indeed 
integration of the social organization of production—makes the par¬ 
ticular purposes envisaged by the labor process increasingly more 
global even in their limited specificity. Thus at a highly advanced 
(e.g., capitalist) stage of the social division oflabor, not only the solu¬ 
tion of partial tasks cannot be envisaged without bringing into play a 
whole network of scientific, technological and social processes but the 
tasks themselves cannot be conceptualized without keeping in mind an 
equally complex network of linkages, both to the immediacy of the 
given labor process from which the specific tasks arise and to the 
broader context of their destination as products and commodities. 

Nevertheless, this circumstance per se, notwithstanding its poten¬ 
tially far-reaching positive implications, does not carry with it a 
greater effective control over the social metabolism as a whole, nor 
even over a more positive orientation of the partial positing activities 
that remain in fact more strictly than ever subordinated to the irra¬ 
tionality of the prevailing global determinations. 

The positive meaning of this objective tendency toward a global 
integration of the labor process is that it opens up the possibility of a 
conscious control over the social metabolism as a whole. For the lat¬ 
ter is either controlled in its integrality or, due to the contradictions 
between its constituent parts on a global scale, it continues to elude 
human control, no matter how devastating the consequences. At a 
primitive stage of social development—when the teleology oflabor is 
hopelessly constrained by the crude immediacy of its positing activ- 
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ity as sternly confronted, and to a large extent directly dominated, by 
nature—the question of a conscious control over the social metabo¬ 
lism cannot conceivably arise. The removal of such constraints 
through the full development of the forces of production creates the 
potentiality of making the partial tasks and processes homogeneous 
with the overall structures, thereby producing the possibility of con¬ 
scious action both at the level of the immediate/limited tasks and at 
that of an overall social plan and coordination. But of course the his¬ 
torical unfolding of labor‘s objective teleology creates only the poten¬ 
tiality of a successful control of the conditions of human self-media¬ 
tion and self-realization. This potentiality can only be translated into 
actuality through a radical break with the prevailing system of deter¬ 
minations as a result of a conscious human enterprise that envisages 
itself as its own end, in contrast to the present modality of labor‘s 
teleology in which the positing activity is dominated by alien ends, 
from the fetishism of commodity to antagonistic contradictions 
between states. 

2. Another inescapable condition that reinforces the radical openness of 
the historical process, with all its positive/negative as well as nega¬ 
tive/positive implications, concerns th e, permanent structural presence 
of basic material determinations in the changing social metabolism. 
For no matter what degree the direct material determinations are dis¬ 
placed in the course of historical development, they remain always 
latent under the surface of the displacing mechanisms and may mas¬ 
sively reenrerge on the horizon of even the most advanced society, 
including a genuinely socialist one. The jungle may be cleared with 
great effectiveness, nevertheless it is bound to reassert with even 
greater effectiveness its original claim if the necessary conditions for 
its successful banishment are not constantly renewed. 

Nor could one consider the expansion of historically created 
needs an a priori guarantee in this respect. Quite the opposite. 
Although the development of complex needs—the “luxury” of erst¬ 
while political economy—may indeed displace the realm of bare 
necessity, it can do so only at the cost of activating a new, and far more 
extensive, order of necessity whose mastery becomes increasingly 


more difficult within the framework of capital’s perverse logic. As a 
result, we have to reckon not only with the permanent latency of the 
basic material determinations but also with the in c re a s i 11 gfragility (or 
vulnerability) of the globally more and more intertwined social metab¬ 
olism. This is why, at the present juncture of history, the “positive neg¬ 
ativity” and “negative positivity” of open-ended social development 
can only be pictured in the image of Janus, with one of his two faces 
pointing in the direction of humanity’s triumph, the other confronting 
in anguish the hell of self-destruction. 

But even if we envisage the successful mastery of capital’s perverse 
logic, the latency of basic material determinations remains the implicit 
premise of all future social interaction, notwithstanding its qualita¬ 
tively changed meaning. For “real history” is not the end of history 
but, on the contrary, a full awareness of its radical openness. Such 
awareness, however, by its very nature cannot wish out of existence 
the paradoxical ambivalence of objective determinations, including 
the permanent structural vulnerability of a globally intertwined and 
managed—or, for that matter, mismanaged—social metabolism. In 
view of the necessary reproduction of this latency as the natural foun¬ 
dation of human existence even at the highest conceivable level of 
social development, the path between success and failure is bound to 
remain extremely narrow, even if not threatened at every turn by cap¬ 
ital’s inherent irrationality. One may envisage successfully threading 
such a narrow path only on condition that the required full awareness 
of the positive/negative meaning of history’s radical openness asserts 
itself as the permanent orienting force of all social enterprise. 

3. The third major point to stress is closely connected with the previous 
two. It concerns a characteristic that happens to be totally ignored by 
all kinds of utopianism—irrespective of their political/ideological ori¬ 
entation—including the capitalistically inspired technological ideal¬ 
izations of the “third industrial revolution.” The point is that any 
increase in the powers of production is simultaneously also an increase 
in the powers of destruction. Indeed, a careful examination of the bal¬ 
ance sheet of history in this respect reveals the sobering fact that the 
underlying trend is the worst kind of “ uneven development .” For 
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though it is not only unrealistic but totally inconceivable to envisage a 
technology that solves all of humanity’s problems with one clean 
swoop and on a permanent basis, notwithstanding the wishful postu¬ 
lates of “post-industrial” ideology, we have already reached the stage 
where the existing destructive devices of technology—fully deployed 
in fact to spring into action at the push of a button—could right here 
and now put an end to human life on this planet. 

Thus technology, as constituted throughout history—far from 
being “neutral”—is inherently problema tical in itself. Nor is its connec¬ 
tion with natural science (in the name of which the ideologies of tech¬ 
nological manipulation legitimate themselves) such a blessing as many 
people try to make us believe. Natural science, as we know it, has a 
gravely problematical side that is ignored by all those who counterpose 
their positivistically idealized “science” to “ideology” tout court. 

What needs to be stressed in the present context is that the 
inescapable material reality of the powers of destruction necessarily 
arises from all advances in productivity known to us. Evidently the 
metabolism between human beings and nature has to subdue nature 
with nature’s own might. Hence, the more extensive and multiform 
society’s needs vis-a-vis nature (necessarily implying an equivalent 
and ever-growing resistance on nature’s side, too), the greater—and 
also potentially more destructive—the forces that must be constantly 
activated to secure their satisfaction. The irony inherent in this rela¬ 
tionship is that it is a matter of total indifference to nature whether its 
explosive forces move mountains and dig navigable canals in the serv¬ 
ice of humanity, or irreversibly destroy the elementary conditions of 
human existence itself. 

However, the problems are further aggravated by the way in which 
the fundamental metabolic relationship between socially produced 
needs and nature is articulated and reproduced in the course of his¬ 
torical development, with regard to the instruments and productive 
forces as well as the social organization of production. The teleology 
of both technology and natural science is rooted in the primitive tech¬ 
nology of labor, and the original limitations of the latter—the con¬ 
straining results of the necessary partiality of its positing activity ear¬ 
lier referred to—are reproduced even at the most advanced phase of 
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capitalistic developments. This partiality, which tends to render tech¬ 
nology totally blind to the destructive implications of its own mode of 
operation, is greatly aggravated by three additional conditions: 

a) Technological teleology is necessarily linked to determinate 
instruments and material structures, with a limited life span and a 
corresponding “economic imperative” (cycle of amortization, 
etc.) of their own; such limited material objectivations inevitably 
impose their logic—the problematical logic of their material and 
economic dictates—on the labor process as a whole, tending to 
intensify the original partiality and fragmentariness of labor’s tele¬ 
ological positing, instead of pushing it in the opposite direction. 

b) Technology fights the latency of basic material determinations in 
accordance with its own material inertia by pursuing “the line of 
least resistance” that best suits its direct material/economic dic¬ 
tates, even if it means producing “artificial appetites,” nay a ten¬ 
dency toward the destruction of non-renewable resources, etc., 
rather than real solutions. 

c) The inherently limiting and problematical characteristics of tech¬ 
nology per se are devastatingly enhanced and multiplied by its 
embeddedness in class society , articulated in the service of the 
rulers so as to secure the permanent subjugation of the domi¬ 
nated. The development of technology in the course of history is 
inseparable 7 from this structure of domination and subordina¬ 
tion: the technological division of labor is a subordinate moment 
of the social division of labor, rather than the other way around, 
as it is misrepresented in the camera obscura that produces the 
upside-down images of ruling-class-inspired mystification . 8 The 
destructive sides and implications of technological develop¬ 
ments, which otherwise would be easily visible on strictly techni¬ 
cal and scientific ground, are systematically repressed and ration¬ 
alized as a result of this lopsided social embeddedness of technol¬ 
ogy in the ruling order. 
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Naturally, technological utopianism—which refuses to see the nega¬ 
tive side of technological/scientific developments—has nothing whatever 
to do with the Marxian approach, even if it has penetrated the working- 
class movement quite a long time ago. As Walter Benjamin rightly 
observed: 

The conformism which has been part and parcel of Social Democracy 
from the beginning attaches not only to its political tactics but to its eco¬ 
nomic views as well. It is one reason for its later breakdown. Nothing has 
corrupted the German working class so much as the notion that it was 
moving with the current. It regarded technological development as the fall 
of the stream with which it thought it was moving. From there it was hut 
a step to the illusion that the factory work which was supposed to tend 
toward technological progress constituted a political achievement. . . . 
Josef Dietzgen proclaimed: “The saviour of modern times is called work. 

The ... improvement... of labor constitutes the wealth which is now able 
to accomplish what no redeemer has ever been able to do.” This vulgar- 
Marxist conception of the nature of labor bypasses the question of how its 
products might benefit the workers while still not being at their disposal. 

It recognizes only the progress in the mastery of nature, not the retrogres¬ 
sion of society . 9 

Under the disorienting impact of capital’s postwar success, and influ¬ 
enced by the technologically oriented idealizations of this success by “sci¬ 
entific” neopositivism, structuralist vulgar Marxism pursued the direction 
first embarked upon by early Social Democracy, even if the crudeness of its 
message—linked for a while to a pseudo-radical political rhetoric—was 
carefully wrapped in several layers of hermetic jargon. The “self-critical” 
conversions and intellectual collapses that later followed merely brought 
the verbal radicalism of the original political posturing in line with the 
right from the beginning thoroughly conformist theoretical substance. 

Nor should it be surprising to witness the ideological manifestations 
of capital’s technological rationalization under so many different—and 
apparently even contradictory—forms. For the practical field in which 
such ideologies are formulated is dominated by capital’s mighty material 
structures, many of which are explicitly or implicitly taken for granted, as 
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unquestionable premises, by these rationalizing conceptualizations of the 
“scientifically” sound and feasible mode of action. And they are taken for 
granted whether they positively identify themselves with capital’s practi¬ 
cal domain, or try to devise within its framework strategies of limited 
opposition that remain structurally constrained and effectively contained 
by the criticized material structures. It is by no means accidental that by 
far the most durable form of ideology in the age of globally articulated and 
technologically legitimized capital is positivism , from its early nineteenth- 
century manifestations (Comte, Taine, neo-Kantianism, etc.) to “sociolo¬ 
gism,” “pragmatism,” “relativistic positivism,” “instrumentalism,” 
“juridical positivism,” “logical positivism,” “linguistic analysis,” “struc¬ 
tural functionalism,” “relationalism,” “structuralism,” etc., and to many 
fashionable neopositivistic “philosophies of science.” 


2.3 Interdependence and Global Control 

All this takes us back to the problem raised at the beginning of this chap¬ 
ter, concerning the ambivalent position of social consciousness in the 
dialectical interrelationship between base and superstructure. For 
though all three fundamental structural constraints discussed above— 
namely the partial character of labor‘s original teleology, the permanent 
latency of basic material determinations in the ontology of social being, 
and the inseparable destructive dimension of all productive advance—are 
only amenable to a conscious solution, there seems to be no way out of 
the dilemma this solution presents us with, since social consciousness 
itself, as manifest in all history known to us, is severely affected and viti¬ 
ated by the overbearing determinations of its own ground: the material 
base of society. 

It is not difficult to see that the partial character of labor‘s teleological 
positing is constitutional to the labor process itself, inasmuch as the latter 
cannot help being directed at specific tasks. Hence the comprehensive 
dimension can only be a later addition, coupled with conscious coordina¬ 
tion at the highest level, provided that the material prerequisites of struc¬ 
tural coordination are successfully produced and reproduced—with a 
high degree of homogeneity and on a global scale—by an advanced stage 
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of social/economic development. Furthermore, the material conditions 
themselves, no matter how advanced, cannot amount to more than mere 
prerequisites to a conscious control of the social metabolism in all its 
dimensions, and never to some a priori guarantee of its continued suc¬ 
cess. The conditions of a successful global control of the social inter¬ 
change by consciousness must be constantly reproduced,just as much as 
those directly required for the trouble-free functioning of the material 
infrastructure, and none of the constituents involved in this complex 
dialectical relationship can be taken for granted. This is the real magni¬ 
tude of the task facing consciousness with regard to labor’s spontaneous 
teleology and its necessary—indeed qualitatively different and higher— 
completion by social consciousness itself. 

In regard to the permanent latency of basic material determinations 
in the social ontology of the natural/human being, the role of conscious¬ 
ness in preventing its reemergence with a vengeance is, obviously, of 
paramount importance. For natural necessity can never be abolished , 
only displaced by socially mediated material determinations of increas¬ 
ingly higher complexity. The dialectical tension between socially created 
needs and the conditions of their gratification means—since the produc¬ 
tion process, through the challenge of meeting the demand inherent in a 
given set of needs, must raise itself above its immediate object in order to 
succeed, and thus it must itself generate new needs while satisfying old 
ones—that the mode of reproduction of human needs cannot help being 
a constantly enlarged one. This implies not only the growing mobiliza¬ 
tion of the available material resources but simultaneously an ever- 
increasing sophistication in “working them up,” both as directly con¬ 
sumable goods and as instruments/skills/technology and the institutio¬ 
nal/organizational framework required by the appropriate processes of 
production and distribution. To expect a material mechanism to deal 
with the growing complexities of this situation would be, of course, an 
absurd suggestion. As to whether consciousness itself will be able to do 
so remains at this stage a completely open question. What is clear, nev¬ 
ertheless, is that if consciousness is to cope with the situation it is called 
upon to confront, it must be an adequately “totalizing” social conscious¬ 
ness: namely, one free from the structurally vitiating dimensions of antag¬ 
onistic material determinations. 
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Equally, since the destructive side of productive advance is not simply 
attached to isolated objects and processes but to the social complex as a 
whole, in which the negative partial features become cumulative and 
reciprocally intensify one another, an adequate control over the growing 
threat is conceivable only as the work of globally coordinated social con¬ 
sciousness. Thus, in view of the measure and severity of the issues at 
stake, advocating their solution by “piecemeal social engineering” is as 
rational as expecting to defeat Hitler’s armies by firing shots in the dark 
with blank cartridges. 


2.4 The Structural Constraints of Social Consciousness 

The problems surveyed so far lead to the uncomfortable conclusion 
that the necessary precondition for finding a real solution to them—in 
place of rationalizations and manipulative diversions—is the ability (if it 
is feasible to have one) to successfully challenge the existing mode of 
interaction between the base and superstructure, with the aim of mini¬ 
mizing the structurally vitiating determinations that emanate from the 
material base of social life. The practical relevance of understanding the 
dialectic of base and superstructure consists in its help to identify the 
mechanisms and distorting constituents of this relationship, without 
which the question of their corrigibility (or otherwise) cannot be seri¬ 
ously raised. 

Are the distortions of social consciousness we can pinpoint through¬ 
out history corrigible or not? Are the objective structural constraints that 
result in ruses of rationalization and “false consciousness” contingent to 
antagonistic forms of social interaction, hence in principle removable or, 
on the contrary, are they inherent “in the structure of consciousness 
itself” and in the necessary failure of consciousness in its attempt to reach 
any object not immanent to its individualistic self-constitution? For if the 
latter is the case, as many philosophers argue, 10 then the fundamental 
problems and challenges we encounter cannot be really tackled, except in 
the form of struggling against symptoms but not causes , producing thereby 
necessarily inconclusive results in accordance with the very nature of 
such a priori derailed confrontations. 
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As we have seen, the problems discussed earlier (which seem to 
escape human control) all involve the necessity of “totalization.” For the 
fundamental contradictions inherent in the growing structural dysfunc¬ 
tions of the social metabolism are amenable to a solution only in the 
event of a conscious control of the totality of the relevant processes, and 
not merely the more or less successful temporary management of par¬ 
tial complexes. However, though teleological positing in relation to spe¬ 
cific, limited objects can point to individual consciousness as its car¬ 
rier, the controller of a totality of social processes is an intensely prob¬ 
lematical concept. 

Thus we find ourselves in a truly paradoxical situation. On the one 
hand, the limited teleology of individual consciousness is constitution¬ 
ally incapable of dealing with the global challenges that must be faced. 
At the same time, on the other hand, the seat of “true collective con¬ 
sciousness”—as contrasted with socially determined collective concep¬ 
tualizations that manifest more or less pronounced characteristics of 
“false consciousness”—cannot be readily identified. Furthermore, 
while the dominant individualistic ideologies have their institutional 
counterpart—including the practical teleology of the market and the 
“hidden hand” of its “parallelogrammatic” 11 interactional instrumental¬ 
ity—which effectively operate in accordance with the prevailing struc¬ 
tures of material inertia, the successful functioning of a collective “true 
consciousness,” engaged in a lasting global control of its tasks, requires 
a non-inertial institutional framework nowhere in sight, even in an 
embryonic form, today. 

This raises a number of important cjuestions that help to define the 
scope of ideology and draw the necessary line of demarcation between 
modalities of true and false consciousness: 

1. In view of the growing failure of “unconscious social interaction,” de¬ 
scribed as a “totalization without a totalizer,” is it possible to consti¬ 
tute a “collective totalizer” in a sense that is completely free from the 
idealistic connotations of theological teleology; or, to put it more pre¬ 
cisely, how is it possible to envisage the conditions of a conscious col¬ 
lective totalization and the material articulation of its necessary non- 
inertial instrumentality ? 
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2. How is the interaction between the material base and the superstruc¬ 
ture possible through which social consciousness can actively and 
positively intervene in the operation and transformation of the funda¬ 
mental social metabolism? 

3. What are the salient characteristics of ideology, in its positive and 
negative senses, and how is it possible to differentiate between various 
forms of true and false consciousness? 

4. How does it come about that consciousness becomes structurally viti¬ 
ated by its own material ground; or, to put it in a different way, what 
are the contradictory social determinations through which social con¬ 
sciousness acquires an independent existence and, through its alien¬ 
ation, becomes a predominantly negative instrument of domination, 
instead of emancipation? 

5. How is it possible to minimize the negative dimension of social 
consciousness on the ground of a radically open history? That is to 
say, how is it possible to envisage extricating social consciousness 
from its structural vitiation by its material ground without being 
trapped by the contradictions of postulating, however unwittingly, a 
“closure” of and an end to history? 

These and related questions are also discussed in my books The 
Power of Ideology (1989) and Beyond Capital (1995). The aim in this 
chapter has been to situate our problems within the overall social frame¬ 
work in which they inescapably arise, and to underline their importance 
for understanding the dialectical nature of historical transformations. 


NOTES 

1. Jorge Larrain, Marxism and Ideology, Macmillan, London, 1983, 172. 
Larrain’s emphases. 

2. Ibid., 171. 

3. Ibid., 173. 

4. Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Party, in 
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Marx and Engels, Collected Works, Lawrence and Wishart, London, 1975, 
6:484. 

5. Rosa Luxemburg’s expression. Marx asserts much the same in The 
German Ideology. 

6. See Jean-Paul Sartre’s Critique of Dialectical Reason (N.L.B., London, 
1978), a much neglected work. For even if Sartre’s solutions are rather 
problematical, the questions he raises in the Critique are of the greatest 
importance. 

7. See in this respect Stephen Marglin’s excellent study, “What Do Bosses 
Do?: The Origins and Functions of Hierarchy in Capitalist Production,” 
Review of Radical Political Economics 6 (1974): 60-112. See also a well- 
documented book by Stewart Clegg and David Dunkerley, Organization, 
Class and Control, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1980. 

8. One must resist the temptation of “personifying” technology as an 
autonomous evil; a temptation to which even some major figures of twenti¬ 
eth century “critical theory” succumbed. Underrating the social embed¬ 
dedness of technology inevitably carries with it a shift of perspective in that 
direction. 

9. “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” in Walter Benjamin, Illuminations, 
ed. and with an introduction by Hannah Arendt, Jonathan Cape, London, 
1970,260-61. 

10. Sartre, for instance. Indeed he does so not only in Being and Nothingness, 
where he stipulates the “ontological solitude of consciousness,” but even in 
his “marxisant” (Sartre’s expression) Critique of Dialectical Reason. It 
must be emphasized, however, that this is by no means some special char¬ 
acteristic of an existentialist approach. On the contrary, it seems to be the 
rule rather than the exception in the last few centuries of philosophical 
development dominated by atomistic conceptions of the relationship 
between individual and society. 

11. A term used by Engels, although in a broader sense, intended by him to 
identify the “unwanted outcome” of individual interactions in general. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Key Concepts in the Dialectic 
of Base and Superstructure 


3.1 Hasty Rejection of the Marxian Conceptual Framework 

In recent years Marx’s theory of base and superstructure has been sub¬ 
jected to a great deal of criticism. Indeed, it has become quite fashionable 
to engage in a wholesale rejection of the Marxian conceptual framework. 
Moreover, this rejection is often coupled with attempts to replace the crit¬ 
icized Marxian concepts by some vague neo-Weberian notion of “cul¬ 
ture,” or by an even vaguer—as well as circularly self-referential—talk 
about “material and immaterial rights” and similar suggestions. 

In place of proofs to support the advocated rejection of the Marxian 
conceptual framework, we are offered declarations of faith and a “cri¬ 
tique” amounting to mere insult. In the first category we find this curious 
“argument” in favor of the recommended neo-Weberian position: 
“Many Marxists I know will admit, in private, to being closet Weberians. 
But never in public.” 1 

An argument that may indicate something about the questionable 
intellectual consistency and public behavior of the author’s acquain¬ 
tances, but absolutely nothing about the respective merits of either the 
Marxian or the Weberian position. 
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At the same time, in the second category we are presented with the 
totally unsustained assertion according to which “The attempt to pre¬ 
serve the model of base and superstructure, and to force it onto all cul¬ 
tures, inevitably involved resorting to Jesuitical casuistries and intellectual 
and verbal contortions of the kind pioneered by Engels.” 2 

In the end, the rejection of Marx’s views on these matters tends to be 
categorical, even when its presentation is more polite. We are invited to 
subscribe to the astonishing proposition that “the basic theoretical block¬ 
age [in Third World studies] is a concept incompatible with a dialectical 
sociology: the materialist image of base and superstructure,” coupled 
with the “solution” of the diagnosed problem in the following terms: 

It is time, now, to pay tribute, a century after Marx’s death, to his own 
criticality ... by consigning that concept to the same place to which 
Engels wanted to consign the State: “the Museum of Antiquities, along¬ 
side the spinning-wheel and the stone axe.” 3 

And in the same spirit, though with commendably less sugar-coated 
consignatory words, another writer declares—on the basis of a far too lit¬ 
eral interpretation of the debated concepts—that the Marxian differentia¬ 
tion between base and superstructure is “a dead, static, architectural 
metaphor, whose potential for illumination was never very great and 
which has for too long cast nothing but shadows over Marxist theory and 
Marxist practice,” concluding his reflections with the rhetorical question 
that clearly indicates the desired answer: “Is it not time to consign it to the 
scrap-heap ?” 4 

It seems to me rather unfortunate and less than productive that people 
should try to settle these issues by talking about “Jesuitical casuistries,” 
“intellectual and verbal contortions,” “Museums of Antiquity,” “scrap- 
heaps,” and similar terms of a prioristic disqualification. 5 Particularly since 
quite often the rejection is constructed on the ground of nothing but 
generic references to the “images,” “model,” “metaphors,” etc. of base and 
superstructure, in place of a concrete examination of the numerous con¬ 
texts in which Marx addresses himself to the relevant issues. 

As a rule, only his brief remarks from the 1859 Preface to A 
Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy are taken into account. 
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Yet due to the very nature of that particular undertaking—which 
attempted to compress a monumental new conception of history into a 
few paragraphs: consciously and explicitly presented by Marx as a popu¬ 
larization of his theory—the treatment of “base and superstructure” could 
not help being other than summary in the 1859 Preface, even though by 
no means undialectical, as the critics claim. In his work as a whole, how¬ 
ever, we can find a great deal more on the complicated interrelations of 
base and superstructure from The German Ideology to Capital and 
Theories of Surplus Value. 

Whereas the few lines dedicated to the discussion of base and 
superstructure in the 1859 Preface are undoubtedly compatible with the 
rest of Marx’s writings on this complex subject, they are no more than 
just that, and therefore should not be used to obliterate the ideas he 
offers elsewhere as their necessary corollaries. In other words, the “tele¬ 
graphic” presentation of the dialectical interconnection between base 
and superstructure in the Preface could in no way be considered an 
adequate substitute for his carefully qualified and “shaded” views as for¬ 
mulated in several books, articles, and letters. Indeed, as we shall see 
later on, the striking propositions of the 1859 Preface itself only acquire 
their proper meaning if read in conjunction with his analysis of some 
other major aspects of the same problematic, whereas without such 
reading one is tempted to ascribe a mechanical intent to the much 
quoted passage. 

One cannot reach a theoretically viable conclusion about such key 
categories without taking on board at least the principal arguments in 
terms of which their author attempts to articulate them. This is why it is 
necessary to acquaint ourselves with some neglected dimensions of 
Marx’s account of the relationship in question—which are not even 
hinted at in the Preface—before we can really appreciate or question the 
explanatory value of “base and superstructure.” 

Central to these concerns is the need to focus attention on the 
Marxian distinction between superstructure as such and the more limited 
concept of “ legal and political superstructure,” which refers to qualita¬ 
tively different sociohistorical conditions and determinations. The two 
concepts are often hopelessly conflated, carrying with them the failure to 
make the necessary distinction and a tendency to offer thoroughly 
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implausible mechanical interpretations and explanations. For only with 
reference to the historically constituted, and at a certain stage of social 
development antagonistically determined transformation of the super¬ 
structure into a separate and ever more alienated sphere of legal and polit¬ 
ical domination, can some of Marx’s seminal ideas—including his radical 
critique of politics itself—be made intelligible at all. 

However, before we can turn to these matters, it is necessary to 
address first some directly relevant methodological issues. 

1. It is quite wrong to suggest, in neo-Weberian terms, that “Marxist 
conceptions of the mode of production, of the institutions of civil 
society, and of the State are, of course, all ideal types. Ideal types are 
all abstractions , perfect models which rarely occur in reality.” 6 Far 
from being “of course” in relation to the Marxian categories, such 
interpretation seems to be confused even as regards the meaning of 
Weber’s own concept of “ideal types.” For the latter, in the words of 
their originator, only attempt to locate “the theoretically conceived 
pure type of subjective meaning attributed to the hypothetical actor or 
actors in a given type of action.” 7 

Thus the Weberian “ideal type” is not an “ abstraction ,” derived 
by way of sifting through the specific characteristics of real situations 
(be they frequent or rare), but a deliberate “ construction of a purely 
rational course of action,” 8 devised for the explicitly stated purpose of 
enabling the sociologist to “account for the deviation from the line of 
conduct which would be expected on the hypothesis that the action 
were purely rational.” 9 Moreover, Weber is anxious to stress in 
another work that his pure or ideal type “has nothing to do with any 
type of perfection other than a purely logical one.” 10 Hence to talk 
about “ideal types” as “perfect models that occur in reality” is logi¬ 
cally incoherent. 

Such misplaced and confused attempts to turn the Marxian cate¬ 
gories into Weberian “ideal types” are purportedly made in the name 
of a critical appropriation and synthesis of Marx and Weber. In truth, 
they represent a far less critical understanding of the issues involved 
than what we are offered even in the partial insights of the conserva- 
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tive Talcott Parsons. For as recognized by the American advocate of 
“structural functionalism”: 

Ideal type theory is perhaps the most difficult level on which to 
develop a coherent generalized system. Type concepts can read¬ 
ily be formulated ad hoc for innumerable specific purposes and 
can have a limited usefulness in this way. This does not, however, 
suffice for a generalized system. For this purpose they must be 
arranged and classified in a definite order of relationship. Only 
then will they have highly generalized significance on either a 
theoretical or an empirical level. Such systematization cannot, 
however, be developed on an ad hoc empirical basis. Logically it 
involves reference both to considerations of extremely broad 
empirical scope and to comprehensive theoretical categories. 11 

The fundamental incompatibility of Weberian categorization with 
Marx’s account of the categories becomes clear if we compare their 
ideas on the nature of collective agency and collective consciousness. 

For Weber “there is no such thing as a collective personality which 
‘acts’ . . . only a certain kind of development of actual or possible 
actions of individual persons.” 12 Given the fact that Weber’s concern 
is “the subjective understanding of the action of the component indi¬ 
viduals,” 13 within his conceptual framework “ collectivities must be 
treated as solely the resultants and modes of organization of the par¬ 
ticular acts of individual persons , since these alone can be treated as 
agents in a course of subjectively understandable action.” 14 He grants 
to the category of “collective agency” only the status of being the 
application of “the juristic concept .” 15 This is because he wants to 
describe even the modern state “as a complex of social interaction of 
individual perso?is ... oriented to the belief that it [the state] exists or 
should exist , thus that its acts and laws are valid in the legal sense.” 16 
Thus the Weberian conception of a merely aggregative “collective” 
agency corresponds to an equally aggregative “collective” conscious¬ 
ness whose meaning is exhausted by predicating the individual per¬ 
son’s recognition (or “should-be” recognition) of how legitimate and 
valid the state’s “acts” and laws are, by definition. Obviously, this con- 


90 


SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND FORMS OF CONSCIOUSNESS 


ception of the collective agency is so firmly locked into the advocated 
formal/juristic model that even Sartre—whose thought was formed 
within the confines of the same individualistic tradition to which 
Weber belongs—goes well beyond its horizon when he counterposes 
to strictly aggregative “seriality” the “fused group in action” in his 
Critique of Dialectical Reason. 

As to Marx’s own views with regard to the constitution of collec¬ 
tive groups and the concomitant articulation of collective conscious¬ 
ness, the contrast with Weber could not be more pronounced. For, 
very far from being satisfied with the notion of the state-oriented 
“resultant” of individualistic interaction (a socially apologetic stipula- 
tive concept) as the explanatory category of collective formations and 
modes of consciousness, Marx defines the latter—the emergence of 
the proletariat, for instance, as a “class in-itself,” and its transforma¬ 
tion into a “class for-itself”—in substantive/material terms, on the 
ground of actual historical development. Moreover, he clearly states 
that the categories—again, far from being “ideal types”—“express the 
forms of being, the characteristics of existence” 17 of actually develop¬ 
ing society. For instance, “labor” as a category is produced not by ide¬ 
alistically self-referential “brainwork” (or “head-activity,” Kopfarbeit , 
as Marx teasingly refers to it in the Grundrisse), but by tangible mate¬ 
rial developments conceptualized by socially conditioned “brain- 
work.” For 

“labor is as modem a category as are the relations which cre¬ 
ate this simple abstraction. The Monetary System, for exam¬ 
ple, still locates wealth altogether objectively, as an external 
thing , in money. Compared with this standpoint, the commer¬ 
cial, or manufacture, system took a great step forward by locat¬ 
ing the source of wealth not in the object but in a subjective 
activity—in commercial and manufacturing activity—even 
though it still always conceives this activity within narrow 
boundaries, as money-making. In contrast to this system, that 
of the Physiocrats posits a certain kind of labor—agriculture— 
as the creator of wealth, and the object itself no longer appears 
in a monetary disguise, but as the product in general, as the 
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general result of labor. . . It was an immense step forward for 
Adam Smith to throw out every limiting specification of 
wealth-creating activity—not only manufacturing, or commer¬ 
cial or agricultural labor, but one as well as the others. With 
the abstract universality of wealth-creating activity we now 
have the universality of the object defined as wealth, the prod¬ 
uct as such or again labor as such. . . . Indifference towards 
specific labors corresponds to a form of society in which indi¬ 
viduals can with ease transfer from one labor to another, and 
where the specific kind is a matter of chance for them, hence 
of indifference. Not only the category, labor, but labor in real¬ 
ity has here become the means of creating wealth in general, 
and has ceased to be organically linked with particular individ¬ 
uals in any specific form. . . . “Labor as such,” labor pure and 
simple, becomes true in practice , 18 

Thus the general category of “labor” is not a “mental abstrac- 
tion ”; nor is it indeed a theoretical “construction” that “serves the 
sociologists as a type” 19 in relation to which they can describe what 
they consider “deviations” from some stipulated Weberian model. 
Rather, it is a highly significant “practical abstraction ,” brought 
within the compass of theoretical consciousness by the objective logic 
of the advancing productive developments themselves. 

Likewise, the Marxian concept of “class consciousness” is not an 
“ideal type”; nor is it the “theoretical discovery of a new continent.” 
It is the recognition of a determinate modality of conscious collective 
action, with hegemonic class interest as its driving force, correspon¬ 
ding to the historical potentialities and attainments of the capitalist 
age, but decidedly not to those of earlier periods. 20 Accordingly, when 
Marx speaks of the consciously fulfilled “world-historic role” that the 
“socialist writers ascribe to the fully formed proletariat,” 21 it is radi¬ 
cally different from describing class consciousness in terms of an 
alleged “deviation from the line of conduct which would be expected 
on the hypothesis that the action were purely rational,” as required by 
the Weberian categorial framework of “ideal types.” For Marx clearly 
states that he is concerned with “absolutely imperative need —the 
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practical expression of necessity ,” which is not a matter of ideally 
hypostatized “subjective meaning,” not even 

a question of what this or that proletarian, or even the whole pro¬ 
letariat, at the moment regards as its aim. It is a question of what 
the proletariat is, and what, in accordance with this being, it will 
historically be compelled to do. 22 

In other words, in the Marxian conceptual framework the cate¬ 
gories are treated as “forms of being” ( Daseinsformen ) that encapsu¬ 
late the objective “characteristics of existence” in their dynamic his¬ 
torical unfolding, and not as “regulative concepts ” that the theoreti¬ 
cians can devise more or less at will (or “ad hoc,” if one prefers to use 
Talcott Parsons’s fitting expression), with the aim of “purely logical 
perfection,” having in mind as their guiding principle the—by Weber 
explicitly stated—intellectual “merit of clear understandability and 
lack of ambiguity,” 23 and nothing more. 

2. According to Marx’s critics: 

The image of base and superstructure is an image, a metaphor 
which uses extra-social analogies to describe social arrange¬ 
ments. All such images, whatever their value in illuminating the 
subject, are profoundly distorting as well. Society is not a 
machine; it is not an organism, nor does it follow sequences of 
gestation and birth (Marx’s favourite, obstetric imagery) or of 
decay and death.... The model reposes on the assumption that 
the economic base is material. It is not. . . . The organization of 
production involves internalizing or at least complying with 
norms of behaviour ... norms of output and working conditions. 

But the system as a whole reposes upon even more fundamental 
concepts: of the right of some people to own the means of pro¬ 
duction and to appropriate the product. 24 

What is forgotten or deliberately disregarded in all such reason¬ 
ing is that both the material transformations and the established sys- 
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terns of norms and rights must be dialectically accounted for in terms 
of their historical genesis, instead of being arbitrarily assumed as 
already given, so as to be able to conclude, with triumphant circular¬ 
ity, that “freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, are 
not categories determined by relationship to the means of produc¬ 
tion at all: they are extra-economic statuses into which people are 
horn.” 25 Yet even if one talks about “statuses into which people are 
born,” setting aside the issue for the time being whether or not they 
could be legitimately considered “extra-economic,” the crucial ques¬ 
tion remains to be answered: how did (and do) such “status groups” 
come into being? 

Replacing the Marxian analysis of specific social determinations 
and relations by vague references to a generic “ society ” can take us 
absolutely nowhere. For such generic propositions about “society” as 
such are usually presented in purely negative form, asserting that 
“society is not this” and “society is not that,” without attempting to 
indicate at the same time in affirmative terms what society actually is 
on the basis of which the negative judgments—by themselves thor¬ 
oughly unenlightening—are commended. 26 

To be sure, if one’s frame of reference is a generic “society,” directly 
equated with the aggregate of separate individuals, in that case there is 
no room for a historical/genetic enquiry into the “obstetric” origin and 
life-cycle—including not only the necessary period of “gestation” but 
also the progressive decay and death—of determinate social complexes 
and formations, since the ahistorically assumed subject remains, by 
definition, always the same. “There are characteristics which all stages 
of production have in common, and which are established as general 
ones by the mind; but the so-called general preconditions of all pro¬ 
duction are nothing more than these abstract moments with which no 
real historical stage of production can be grasped.” 27 

This is even more true of “society in general.” For existing soci¬ 
ety is always a historically specific and evolving totality. There is no 
such thing as society in the abstract, which would, by definition, 
“comprehend” everything in its a prioristic timelessness, and conse¬ 
quently no conceivable vantage point of critical understanding could 
be envisioned in relation to it. Real society exists only in its concrete 
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determinateness. As such, it is made of a multiplicity of historically 
changing complexes and totalities, including, of course, the always 
given totality of real social individuals. Social individuals, that is, 
who are inseparable from the historically determinate institutional 
complexes within which they must function (and which define, of 
course, their social specificity), as opposed to the fictitious “genus- 
individuals” depicted by all those who consciously or unconsciously 
adopt “the standpoint of civil society,” from early bourgeois thought 
all the way down to the abstract “human beings” of recent neo- 
Weberian conceptions. 

Even if some people dislike Marx’s “obstetric imagery,” the fact 
remains that the very nature of the constantly shifting particular social 
complexes is practically defined within the given social totality—corre¬ 
sponding to the manifold dialectical interrelations of the “real historical 
stage of production”—in the sense that at any particular time in history 
some of them are in the process of growth and development, while oth¬ 
ers, on the contrary, are on the way to “withering away,” disintegration, 
and decay. A proposition that, obviously, one could not assert about 
“society as such” (a most generic “abstraction of the mind”) in its vac¬ 
uous indeterminateness. At the same time, the historical specificity of 
the social complex as a whole is itself practically defined and constantly 
redefined by the changing overall configuration and interrelationship of 
the particular complexes and partial totalities among themselves within 
the objective dynamics of the unfolding transformations. Moreover, 
even though the scale itself is different, the social complex as a whole is 
also subject to the determinations that bring about under favorable cir¬ 
cumstances a historical phase of “ascent,” whereas under conditions 
when disturbances and antagonisms predominate in the overall config¬ 
uration, they set in motion the phase of “decline” and ultimate disinte¬ 
gration. This could not be otherwise since the “ macro-structure ” of any 
particular social formation is itself made of inherently historical “ micro- 
structures ” that cannot escape the necessary limitations—and corre¬ 
sponding life span—of their social specificity. 

Although no one should deny that every analogy has its limits, one 
can take the implied objection to varieties of comparison rather too 
far: ultimately to the point of absurdity, denying the legitimacy of 
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using adjectives in general, which happen to be “analogies” of sorts. 
Strangely enough, people who are so dogmatic in their rejection of the 
allegedly “extra-social” analogy of “base and superstructure” are per¬ 
fectly happy to commend their own preferred imagery, such as “ devel¬ 
oped consciousness” and “ shared culture.” Yet, not only is there no 
reason given why social analogies alone should be able to throw light 
on determinate social connections; equally, the propounders of this a 
prioristic constraint fail to notice that there is nothing inherently 
social about the approved terms of comparison, like “developed” or 
“shared.” As a matter of fact, the latter are both applicable to the nat¬ 
ural universe in general, and by no means only to the social world. It 
is enough to think in this respect of “fully developed” plants and ani¬ 
mals, or of the “sharing” involved among the members of any class 
whatsoever that happen to be objectively defined by the same deter¬ 
minations. Unhappily, on closer examination of the recommended 
alternative imagery we end up with the singularly unilluminating tau¬ 
tology that only socially developed development and socially shared 
sharing may be considered inherently social. 

It is quite simply not true that all analogies and images are “pro¬ 
foundly distorting.” Those that are should not be used in the first 
place. However, it must be stressed again that the relevant question— 
as far as the legitimacy of using similes and analogies in theoretical 
discourse is concerned—is whether or not the adopted forms and 
varieties of comparison are adequately “translatable” into a significant 
and discursively viable message, irrespective of how many explanatory 
sentences one needs in order to accomplish the necessary conversion. 
In other words, their legitimacy hinges on whether or not they have a 
fully transliterable conceptual substance —a real conceptual equiva¬ 
lent —that is encapsulated, summarized, or graphically brought into 
relief by the relevant simile or analogy. What is objectionable, by con¬ 
trast, is the introduction of mere “literary flourishes,” or of the kind of 
metaphors (appropriately used in poetry) that are (and in poetry are 
meant to be) untranslatable into literal, strictly discursive, proposi¬ 
tions in virtue of the unique structure of predication—namely recip¬ 
rocal predication—that characterizes the logical syntax of poetic 
metaphors, in contradistinction to similes and analogies. 
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Marx’s conception of “base and superstructure,” just as his refer¬ 
ences to “ organic systems” and to their dynamic conditions of devel¬ 
opment, etc., fully satisfy this requirement of “translatability.” Their 
function is to focus attention on significant social relations and interde¬ 
terminations that can be ascertained on the basis of historical and 
empirical research. At the same time, their validity as “images” and 
analogies depends on the conceptual viability of both the propositions 
complementary to them in Marx’s own writings and those we can read¬ 
ily derive from the Marxian “models.” Furthermore, in their turn all 
such propositions and “translations” are subject to the selfsame condi¬ 
tions of practical verification that Marx indicated as the necessary cri¬ 
teria of evaluation for all meaningful theoretical discourse. 

The justification for using the analogy of “base and superstruc¬ 
ture” is that, far from being a rigid and mechanical constraint, it offers 
a dialectical line of demarcation with reference to which the more 
comprehensive totality of superstructure can adequately mark the his¬ 
torical limits of the legal and political superstructure in its socially 
defined specificity. Similarly, the characterization of the capitalistic 
formation as an “ organic system” does not turn this social complex 
into an atemporal natural mechanism , as indeed happens to be the 
case with the use of the organic analogy in bourgeois thought. On the 
contrary, it enables Marx to raise the question of limits in terms of 
which the historical formation of capital can be dialectically under¬ 
stood, as well as delimited with regard to its social viability in the 
direction of both the past and the future. To cjuote Marx: 

ft must be kept in mind that the new forces of production and 
relations of production do not develop out of nothing , nor drop 
from the sky, nor from the womb of self-positing fdea; but from 
within and in antithesis to the existing development of produc¬ 
tion and the inherited, traditional relations of property. While in 
the completed bourgeois system every economic relation presup¬ 
poses every other in its bourgeois economic form, and everything 
posited is also a presupposition , this is the case with every organic 
system. This organic system itself, as a totality , has its presuppo¬ 
sitions ■, and its development to its totality consists precisely in 
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subordinating all elements of society to itself, or in creating out 
of it the organs which it still lacks. This is historically how it 
becomes a totality. The process of becoming this totality forms a 
moment of its process, of its development . 28 

As we can see, far from being a “profoundly distorting imagery,” 
the meaning of “organic” is defined with great conceptual precision as 
a type of system in which “everything posited is also a presupposi¬ 
tion.” At the same time it is correctly recognized by Marx that in the 
completed economic system “every economic relation presupposes 
every other” in a form appropriate to the totalizing requirements of 
the—historically specific—system, which itself quite simply could not 
become a completed system without successfully “subordinating all 
elements of society to itself.” The point, however, is to grasp these 
relations in their historical dynamism in terms of which one can make 
sense of the undeniable fact that all systems of social reproduction are 
characterized by a very high degree of “self-regulation” “ reciprocity ,” 
and “feedback” even if the forms and modalities of self-regulatory 
feedback significantly differ if compared across the overall trajectory 
of historical development. 

Failure to assess the given social totality in its historical genesis 
means substituting for the dialectical conceptualization of the prevail¬ 
ing part/whole-relations (in terms of the Daseinsformen of developing 
social being) the “flat tautologies” 29 that one can derive from assum¬ 
ing the pernicious practical circularity of capital’s self-regulating 
totality—with all its characteristically modern reifications—as a priori 
inseparable from the requirements of social reproduction as such. 
This amounts not only to disregarding how the established socioeco¬ 
nomic totality “ became a totality ” but simultaneously also to obliter¬ 
ating the fact that capital’s antagonistic “subordination of all elements 
of society to itself” necessarily circumscribes the historical boundary 
of its social viability. Just as the category of “labor” is produced within 
the objective logic of the unfolding socioeconomic developments 
themselves, in the same way the theoretical circularity of the political 
economists criticized by Marx arises from the practical circularity of 
the given organic system, with its objectively posited presuppositions 
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which the economists take for granted as the unnrentioned premises 
of their generalizations. At the same time, significantly, the actual 
part/whole-relations are arbitrarily reversed by them in the interest of 
the “eternalization of the bourgeois relations of production.” As Marx 
points out: 


The aim is to present production—see e.g. Mill—as distinct from 
distribution, etc., as encased in eternal natural laws independent 
of history, at which opportunity bourgeois relations are then qui¬ 
etly smuggled in as the inviolable natural laws on which society in 
the abstract is founded. . . . All production is appropriation of 
nature on the part of an individual within and through a specific 
form of society. In this sense it is a tautology to say that property 
(appropriation) is a precondition of production. But it is alto¬ 
gether ridiculous to leap from that to a specific form of property, 
e.g. private property. (Which further and equally presupposes an 
antithetic form, non-property.)... History rather shows common 
property (e.g. in India, among the Slavs, the early Celts, etc.) to 
be the original form, a form which long continues to play a sig¬ 
nificant role in the shape of communal property. 

. . . That there can be no production and hence no society 
where some form of property does not exist is a tautology. An 
appropriation which does not make something into property is a 
contradictio in subjecto.... When these trivialities are reduced to 
their real content, they tell more than their preachers know. 

Namely that every form of production creates its own legal rela¬ 
tions, form of government, etc. In bringing things which are 
organically related into an accidental relation, into a merely 
reflective connection, they display their crudity and lack of con¬ 
ceptual understanding. 30 

Thus the actual relationships are turned upside down in concep¬ 
tualizations of this kind. For the truly organic and primary modality of 
social determinations—which is historical in the most comprehensive 
sense: i.e. in that it embraces the totality of social formations, the high¬ 
est possible stage of socialism included—becomes accidental , so as to 
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enable the political economists to transform the incomparably more 
limited historical specificity (and in that sense “accidentality”) of the 
bourgeois formation into the unalterable organicity of an alleged nat¬ 
ural order. 

We can see now the relevance of the much criticized Marxian 
“imagery.” For both the “organic system” (or “organic totality”) and 
“base and superstructure” assert a structurally ordered relationship 
between the social whole and its constituent parts. A relationship is 
made intelligible by Marx with reference to the objective dialectic of 
historically articulated reciprocal determinations. This is what is really 
at issue beneath the controversy about the “extra-social metaphor” of 
base and superstructure. The rejection of “imagery” is not motivated 
by a quest for greater conceptual precision, but by a desire to abandon 
the Marxian theoretical framework of objective determinations. What 
critics find unpalatable, in fact, is the Marxian proposition we have 
just seen—namely that “every form of production creates its own legal 
relations, form of government, etc.”—and not the analogy of “base and 
superstructure” of which the quoted sentence is a partial and strictly 
discursive conceptual equivalent. 

3. The final point, which can be treated briefly for the purposes of the 
present context, concerns the primacy of material determinations and 
its characterization in terms of the “ ultimate determinant.” Expressed 
in another way, this means that the determinations that emanate from 
the material basis of society prevail “in the last analysis .” 

As a matter of historical record, this qualification was made in 
order to guard against mechanical reductionism and one-sidedness, 
insisting that the role of material determinations must be assessed 
dialectically, in conjunction with complex ideal and ideological fac¬ 
tors that interact with them and significantly modify their potential 
impact. Subsequently, however, critics started to query the heuristic 
value of this methodological proviso, ending up with the skeptical for¬ 
mula according to which the hour of the “last analysis” (or “last 
instance”) never comes. This carried rather unfortunate implications 
for the Marxian theory as a whole. For, in view of the rejection of the 
advocated dialectical qualifier, it appeared that either we had to give 
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up the primacy of material determinations, in favor of some vague 
“culturalist” alternative, or we had to opt for impaling ourselves on 
the stake of precisely the kind of narrow mechanical reductionism— 
later characterized as “vulgar Marxism”—that was already emphati¬ 
cally condemned by Marx and Engels. 

Yet there are perfectly good reasons for maintaining that the primacy 
of material determinations remains valid. The field of application of this 
principle is, in fact, twofold. 

First, it refers to the original historical course of development in the 
framework of which whatever “culture” had been created by the social 
interchange of the people involved obviously was done so on tangible nat¬ 
ural and material foundations. In this sense, the “last analysis” in question 
applies to the remote historical past , to a period, that is, when the “mate¬ 
rial basis” simply could not help having a massive direct primacy over the 
slowly emerging social consciousness. 

The second sense, by contrast, embraces all dimensions of temporal¬ 
ity, the present not less than the past and the future. It concerns the inner¬ 
most structural determinations of social production and reproduction, 
including what Marx calls their “natural prerequisites,” as we shall see in 
a moment. 

Theoreticians, who have in front of them the characteristics of highly 
advanced stages of socioeconomic development, tend to forget that cul¬ 
tural production itself must be materially grounded. They tend to forget 
it because under their own circumstances the necessary material precon¬ 
ditions of cultural activity can be taken for granted with relative justifica¬ 
tion, at least for the time being. The situation may precipitously change, 
however, in the event of a profound structural crisis that affects the whole 
of society and in a tangible way the mode of existence of every individual. 
It is at such times that the “moment of truth” arrives even for the produc¬ 
tively most advanced, and with regard to their accumulated wealth the 
richest societies whose wealth and productive power may collapse almost 
from one moment to the next, practically refuting thereby the dictum that 
the hour of the last instance never comes. For the complex multiplicity of 
social determinations constitutes a structurally ordered whole in which 
the ultimately brute “facticity” of the natural and material prerequisites of 


THE DIALECTIC OF BASE AND SUPERSTRUCTURE 


1 0 1 


the overall reproduction process can never be permanently left behind. It 
can only be more closely integrated with superstructural determinations 
than what we find under the conditions of early social formations. 

In this objective structural sense, the elementary factors of material 
determination preserve—whatever the given historical circumstances 
might be—their dialectical primacy “in the last analysis,” in that their 
naked power may be reactivated and superimposed over everything else 
if securing the necessary natural and material prerequisites of social repro¬ 
duction suffers a structural breakdown. This remains true despite the fact 
that under the “normal” (i.e. materially well provided) conditions of 
highly advanced production various configurations of superstructural 
determination may predominate as a matter of course. 


3.2 Reproduction of the Operating Conditions of Production 

Let us now consider an important but little known passage from Marx’s 
Capital. It deals with the relationship between the objective conditions 
and necessary requirements of the material production process on the 
one hand, and the specific forms of the legal and political superstructure 
on the other, described by Marx in the following terms: 

That the product of the serf must suffice to reproduce his conditions of 
labor, in addition to his subsistence, is a circumstance which remains the 
same under all modes of production. For it is not the result of their specific 
form , but a natural requisite of all continuous and reproductive labor in 
general , of any continuing production , which is always simultaneously 
reproduction, i.e., including reproduction of its own operating conditions. 

... Should the direct producers not be confronted by a private landowner, 
but rather, as in Asia, under direct subordination to a state which stands 
over them as their landlord and simultaneously as sovereign, then rent and 
taxes coincide, or rather, there exists no tax which differs from this form 
of ground-rent. Under such circumstances, there need exist no stronger 
political or economic pressure than that common to all subjection to that 
state. The state is then the supreme lord. Sovereignty here consists in the 
ownership of land concentrated on a national scale. But, on the other 
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hand, no private ownership of land exists, although there is both private 
and common possession and use of land. 

The specific economic form, in which unpaid surplus-labor is pumped 
out of direct producers, determines the relationship of rulers and ruled, 
as it grows directly out of production itself and, in turn, reacts upon it as 
a determining element. Upon this, however, is founded the entire forma¬ 
tion of the economic community which grows up out of the production 
relations themselves, thereby simultaneously its specific political form. It 
is always the direct relationship of the owners of the conditions of produc¬ 
tion to the direct producers —a relation always naturally corresponding to 
a definite stage in the development of the methods of labor and thereby 
its social productivity—which reveals the innermost secret , the hidden 
basis of the entire social structure, and with it the political form of the 
relation of sovereignty and dependence, in short, the corresponding spe¬ 
cific form of the state. This does not prevent the same economic basis— 
the same from the standpoint of its main conditions—due to innumerable 
different empirical circumstances, natural environment, racial relations, 
external historical influences, etc., from showing infinite variations and 
gradations in appearance, which can be ascertained only by analysis of 
the empirically given circumstances. 31 

To grasp the meaning of the relationship between the legal and polit¬ 
ical superstructure and the material base in its dialectical complexity, it is 
necessary to understand the precise character of the various—qualita¬ 
tively different—“correspondences” here referred to by Marx in his 
attempt to elucidate the underlying dynamic interconnections. It is by no 
means sufficient simply to stipulate a “ reciprocity ” between the super¬ 
structure and the material base. By itself that would neither account for 
the genesis of the “political form of the relation of sovereignty and 
dependence” nor its mode of present functioning, not to mention its 
potential or real transformations in the future, including the possibility of 
its complete “withering away” as a separate “political form” (which hap¬ 
pens to constitute the central concern of Marx’s political theory). Talking 
generically about “reciprocity,” without focusing attention on the neces¬ 
sary materialist underpinning as well as on the actual historical dynamism 
of the relations involved, would amount to no more than empty tautology. 
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All actual sociohistorical complexes characterized by “reciprocity” in 
their mode of functioning have some “ uebergreifendes Moment” (a 
moment or factor of overriding importance) among their interacting sets 
of relations, both “absolutely”—i.e., with regard to their structural deter¬ 
minations that transcend the given historical form—and relative to the 
particular historical circumstances of the social formation within which 
they are situated. It is with reference to the appropriate uebergreifendes 
Moment that the category of reciprocity acquires its dialectical meaning, 
in contrast to the empty circularity of all talk about “reciprocal determi¬ 
nation” that fails to indicate the structurally articulated and historically 
valid dominant aspects of the interrelationships in question. If, therefore, 
it is necessary to stress, as Marx does, that under determinate circum¬ 
stances (in ancient Athens and in Rome) politics , while in the Middle 
Ages Catholicism “reigned supreme,” it is equally important to situate 
such historical variations within their proper materialist ontological per¬ 
spective ', insisting that 

the Middle Ages could not live on Catholicism, nor the ancient world on 
politics. On the contrary, it is the mode in which they gained a livelihood 
that explains why here politics and there Catholicism, played the chief 
part. For the rest, it requires but a slight acquaintance with the history of 
the Roman republic, for example, to be aware that its secret history is the 
history of its landed property. On the other hand, Don Quixote long ago 
paid the penalty for wrongly imagining that knight errantry was compat¬ 
ible with all economic forms of society. 32 

Thus it is of no use to go on repeating that superstructural dimensions 
come into prominence, as obviously they do, under certain historical con¬ 
ditions. For the real question is why? —unless we are willing to treat “poli¬ 
tics” or “Catholicism” as idealistically “self-explanatory” assumptions. 

What is at issue here is the specificity of the various social formations 
in their overall defining characteristics, which inevitably affect the func¬ 
tioning of the subordinate parts of the social whole. In this sense, to con¬ 
centrate on the economic mechanism alone , to the exclusion of all the 
other aspects of the overall social complex, or to attempt directly to derive 
the various dimensions of the latter from the given economic forces and 
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imperatives, is hopelessly one-sided. But it is just as one-sided to suggest 
that, since our frame of reference is the social whole , we must abandon the 
idea that the economic foundation of society remains the ultimately deter¬ 
mining ground of all social formations (in the sense indicated at the end 
of section 3.1). 

To explain why in the Middle Ages Catholicism and in the ancient 
world politics “played the chief part,” we must focus attention on the 
objective requirements of reproducing the operating conditions of pro¬ 
duction. For it is the latter that combine the material/structural and the 
superstructural determinations into a coherent and dialectically interde¬ 
pendent whole, objectively defining—through their historically devel¬ 
oped modality of practical mediation —the specificity of the given system 
of productive reproduction. 

As we have seen with reference to the Grundrisse , a particular social 
system— once it is historically constituted and articulated in its principal 
dimensions, in terms of which it successfully regulates the manifold par¬ 
tial functions of social interchange—can be validly considered an 
“organic whole T This means two things. First, that the “organicity” of a 
given social totality must be historically qualified in that any particular 
social system both becomes and, beyond a certain point, ceases to be the 
viable overall regulator of the social metabolism under all its aspects. 
(“Viable overall regulator” represents the literal meaning of social 
organicity.) And second, that within the framework of the established 
social formation the different levels of material/structural and superstruc¬ 
tural determinations, notwithstanding their tensions and even contradic¬ 
tions, coalesce and reinforce one another: so long as the ultimate limits of 
the material production system itself are not reached. 

Accordingly, the reason why Catholicism or politics can “reign 
supreme” under determinate historical circumstances is not some myste¬ 
rious cultural force, for a while strangely illuminating the individual mem¬ 
bers of the concerned societies only to desert them with equal strangeness 
at some later date. Rather, what we encounter in these cases are specific 
forms of regulating the production process itself in such a way that the 
continuity of production, simultaneously with the reproduction of the nec¬ 
essary operating conditions of social reproduction, is secured. And the 
implicit orienting principle of all such forms of metabolic regulation, 
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whatever their differences among themselves, is to achieve as high a 
degree of economy and stability as feasible in terms of the socially available 
forces, instruments and institutions. (The “economy” and “stability” here 
referred to must be understood in their primary sense of which the capi¬ 
talist variants—oriented toward safeguarding the continued extraction of 
surplus-value and the expansion of exchange-value under the conditions 
of generalized commodity production—are only particular, and histori¬ 
cally very limited, instances.) 

So long as the dominant structural and superstructural determina¬ 
tions coalesce (or act relatively undisturbed in the same direction) in the 
ongoing process of societal reproduction, it is difficult to draw a sharp 
line of demarcation between the “operating conditions of production” 
and the various superstructural factors. While the “ascending phase” of 
socioeconomic development lasts, the impression of “organic finality” 
tends to prevail in the various conceptualizations that accept as unalter¬ 
ably self-sustaining the practical premises of the given order. And even 
the phase of gradual decline—marked by the increasing prominence of 
so-called dysfunctions—defines the superstructural dimension of the 
operating conditions strictly in terms of the recjuired “correctives” so that 
the superstructure as such appears to constitute a vicious circle of inter¬ 
locking determinations with the material imperatives of the established 
productive system, and therefore cannot be recognized as a meaningfully 
autonomous factor. This is particularly pronounced at times when the 
material dictates of an internationally articulated and antagonistic repro¬ 
ductive system reduce the margin of “active superstructural intervention” 
to that of an uncritically supportive role, as clearly identifiable from the 
onset of the monopoly phase of capitalist development. At such times not 
only the representatives of the ruling ideology rationalize the existent by 
proclaiming that “there is no alternative” to the measures prescribed by 
the established system of production. Equally, oppositional forces that 
articulate their strategies from the false premise of capital’s unchallenge¬ 
able vitality end up in supportive and “corrective” blind alleys, from 
Bernstein’s “evolutionary socialism” to recent varieties of “Euro-commu¬ 
nist” inspired social democracy (or the other way around). 

Paradoxically, to talk of “reciprocal determination” between base and 
superstructure under the circumstances of the “ascending phase” of 
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socioeconomic development appears to be somewhat redundant, since 
the reproduction of the given system—together with its required operat¬ 
ing conditions—is considered “organically” unproblematical in the light 
of its daily demonstrated success. Likewise, during the phase of gradual 
decline that may embrace many decades, the dominant superstructural 
forces can successfully exercise their regulatory/reproductive functions in 
view of the “practical circularity ” that tends to prevail between the mate¬ 
rial imperatives and the superstructural dimensions of a fully articu¬ 
lated—and in that sense organic—system. Nevertheless, it would be quite 
wrong to identify the superstructure in general with its constituent parts 
that happen to be dominant under the prevailing historical circum¬ 
stances, however long. For just as the productive system is torn by antag¬ 
onisms, the superstructure itself is very far from being a homogeneous 
entity. After all, one should not forget that broadly the same period that 
was responsible for the emergence and consolidation of revisionist social 
democracy also produced the revolutionary conceptions and political 
movements of Lenin and Rosa Luxemburg. 

It is in periods of transition from one social formation to another that 
the true relationship between the material base and its superstructure 
transpires with great clarity. For under such conditions both the produc¬ 
tive foundation and the superstructure of the established order must be 
radically restructured—a task whose realization is inconceivable without 
the most active intervention of superstructural factors in resolving the cri¬ 
sis of social reproduction through the establishment of a new set of viable 
operating conditions and practicable rules of “reciprocity.” This must be 
done so that, again, all levels of social practice, including the most medi¬ 
ated “cultural” ones, can be brought into play and coalesce in an econ¬ 
omy- and stability-enhancing new “organic” framework. In this sense, it 
is by no means accidental 

1. that the first coherent theories of ideology appeared in the aftermath 
of the French Revolution, with the crowning act of the bourgeoisie 
that consciously tried to distance itself from the feudal order, irrespec¬ 
tive of how “unconscious” and uncritical it remained with regard to 
the inherent contradictions of its own—capitalist—social formation; 
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2. that some of the most original contributions to the development of 
Marxism in the twentieth century, involving a major reexamination of 
the problems of ideology and “false consciousness,” emerged after the 
Russian Revolution, which put on the historical agenda not only the 
practical problems of transition to a socialist society but also the 
unavoidable challenge to assume a critical posture vis-a-vis the available 
social agencies and the advocated strategies of radical transformation. 

To turn now to a particularly important question, the reciprocities 
between the given political form and the social structure to which that 
political form corresponds cannot be explained by the mere fact of their 
“correspondence.” They must be accounted for through a deeper level 
of dialectical determinations—namely the social ontology of a self- 
reproducing natural being—which fully integrates the unavoidable 
requirements of the natural factors with the specific conditions of the 
objectively changing social relations. It is possible to talk about the (his¬ 
torically specific) correspondence between a given social structure and 
its political form only because they are both grounded in the “ natural 
correspondence” between the attained degree of “social productivity” 
and the established relations of production—i.e., the existing structure 
of domination—summed up under their common denominator as the 
prevailing structural-hierarchical (and not simply functional) social 
division of labor. 

There are indeed such things as the “ na tural requisites ” of all contin¬ 
uous and reproductive “labor in general” that remain in force “under all 
modes of production”: namely the absolute conditions of the social 
metabolism as such that correspond to the needs and self-reproductive 
determinations of a historically unique natural being. And since these 
conditions do exist, the ongoing metabolism between human beings and 
nature necessarily implies not only successful material production and 
reproduction as such but also the effective reproduction of the socially 
vital “ operating conditions ” of continued production without which sus¬ 
tainable production, quite simply, could not take place. 

In other words, the imperatives of the social metabolism, as grounded 
on the historically “humanized” (in the straightforward sense of being 
affected by human beings) and constantly modified foundations of 
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nature, imply not only an adequate level of material productivity but also 
the reproduction (or maintenance) of the existing power relations that 
regulate the given mode of production as its inherent “operating condi¬ 
tions.” The “ natural requisites ” of continued production and reproduc¬ 
tion (their nature-determined unavoidability) explain the need for such 
regulatory “operating conditions” in an absolute sense. At the same time, 
the given degree of development of the productive forces determines the 
relative, historically specific modality of regulatory constraints as more or 
less directly wedded to determinate social hierarchies for the whole of 
what Marx calls “humanity’s pre-history,” with the exception of its most 
primitive stages. 

Admittedly, to envisage the replacement of such structural social hier¬ 
archies by the self-determining and conscious control of their inter¬ 
changes by the “associated producers” (who are expected to institute a 
qualitatively different system of “operating conditions”) presupposes a 
sufficiently favorable change in the objective constraints and necessities of 
material production itself. It must be emphasized that the presentation of 
this problem as a temporal sequence in which the required productive 
advancement precedes —on the ground of its own scientific/technological 
and “purely economic” determinations—the possibility of radically alter¬ 
ing the motive forces and operating conditions of social reproduction is a 
crude and mechanical conception that befits only the ideologists of the 
ruling order. For, in the spirit of their “uncritical positivism,” they eternal¬ 
ize the p resent —from the standpoint of which they can arbitrarily rewrite 
also the past 33 —and locate the feasibility of any socially meaningful trans¬ 
formation in a. future that lies well beyond the life span of the individuals 
to whom such discourse is addressed. 34 

The illusory character of such (explicit or implicit) idealizations of 
technology arises from the failure to recognize a structural necessity inher¬ 
ent in all social forms of productive reproduction. In other words, the 
false diagnosis and concomitant prognosis of being able to find an ade¬ 
quate solution to deep-seated social problems by means of technological 
achievements are not due to the absence of ample evidence to the con¬ 
trary. They are due to a defective theoretical matrix that obliterates the 
“obverse side”—the iniquitous social costs—of the advances made in lim¬ 
ited areas at the expense of the overwhelming majority. This is how the 
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thinkers concerned end up projecting the viability of technological solu¬ 
tions per se whose general implementation is in fact radically incompati¬ 
ble with the social premises of the established productive order. In this 
sense, well beyond questioning the merits of the particular propositions 
and wishful anticipations of various economists and social theorists, what 
we are concerned with here is a general theoretical issue of quite funda¬ 
mental importance. 

The point is that the operating conditions of production cannot be 
simply identified with, or submerged into, production as such. The two 
constitute a dialectical complex whose elements—even under the best 
possible circumstances—cannot amount to a relationship of identity , but 
only to that of an interactive, and in class societies of necessity contradic¬ 
tory, unity. 

Depending on the precise configuration of the constituents of such 
interaction, this unity may be more or less stable and enduring. Equally, 
depending on how distant a given system of social reproduction happens 
to be at a particular point in time from its ultimate limits of productive 
advancement, the regulatory framework of material production may 
appear to be purely “organic” and unproblematical—as indeed the ideal¬ 
ized “hidden hand” seemed to be in the age of “laissez-faire”—or display 
signs of “dysfunctionality” and “maladjustment” even in the view of its 
passionate defenders. 

But even so, the operating conditions of productive reproduction can 
never be reduced to production itself, since they are not merely technolog¬ 
ical but simultaneously also social. They possess a relatively autonomous 
dimension that, far from being just “dysfunctional,” can be extremely dis¬ 
ruptive with regard to the objective requirements of the whole productive 
system under determinate historical circumstances. 

The necessity for the establishment of a relatively autonomous frame¬ 
work of operating conditions arises in the case of social production for 
two—historically untranscendable—reasons. First, because every con¬ 
stituent part of the ongoing production process requires a set of man¬ 
made rules, however primitive (e.g. simple repetition), once labor inter¬ 
venes in the metabolic process between the “tool-making animal” and 
nature, thereby embarking on the first emancipatory steps in the direction 
of overcoming the direct domination of nature’s being by nature itself. 
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And second, the multiplicity of productive units must be somehow coor¬ 
dinated and protected—through modes of cooperation and reciprocity, 
however rudimentary—to secure their chances of survival and advance¬ 
ment in the face of the forces they have to confront, be such forces groups 
of hostile men or the power of nature. The “society of bees” needs neither 
of the two, since direct natural determinations regulate its “productive” 
activity both internally (through instinctual mechanisms) and in relation 
to the totality of nature. 

Thus the structural foundation of the superstructure is not material¬ 
ity in its immediacy , but the underlying necessity to establish properly 
regulated operating conditions even in the case of the most primitive 
forms of social production. Operating conditions, that is, which cannot 
help being relatively autonomous in their assumed regulatory functions 
from the very moment of their inception. 

This is a matter of great theoretical importance. For these relatively 
autonomous operating conditions of production constitute the material 
ground on which the superstructure can historically arise. Naturally, 
superstructure cannot be simply identified with the regulating conditions 
themselves, just as the latter could not be simply submerged into produc¬ 
tion as such. The relatively autonomous operating conditions of produc¬ 
tion constitute the objective mediating ground between the strictly mate¬ 
rial and the specifically superstructural determinations of social inter¬ 
course. Consequently, the relative autonomy of the superstructure is not 
a subjective afterthought, devised by Engels with “Jesuitic casuistry” 35 so 
as to extricate the materialist conception of history from the self-imposed 
dilemmas of its alleged “mechanical reductionism.” On the contrary, it is 
a dialectical category of social being that makes its first appearance in the 
operating conditions of productive reproduction already at a very early 
stage of historical development. 

The advancement of social production and the multiplication of his¬ 
torically created human needs greatly enhance this relative autonomy, 
especially when the internal divisions of early reproductive practices 
become consolidated with the active help of the regulatory framework 
itself. Thus, once the internal divisions are structurally articulated and 
safeguarded, the question of control objectively defines itself under three 
principal aspects: 
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1. how to control the production process itself with the help of the avail¬ 
able set of rules and regulatory devices; 

2. how to secure the strategic positions of control in the established sys¬ 
tem of productive reproduction for one particular social class or 
group rather than for another; and 

3. how to assume real control over the operating conditions themselves, 
which seem to have a life of their own and resist even the “corrective 
strategies” of the socially dominant forces. 

Parallel to the general diffusion of the social division of labor as inex¬ 
tricably tied to the structurally enforced conditions of class domination, 
the superstructure—more and more formally articulated as a legal and 
political superstructure—assumes an increasingly greater role in the over¬ 
all regulatory framework of productive reproduction. Accordingly, it not 
only arises and rests on the material basis of the given socioeconomic for¬ 
mation, but simultaneously also superimposes itself on that basis, graphi¬ 
cally demonstrating also in this respect its relative autonomy. 

To be sure, its power of superimposition can prevail—on the strength 
of the necessary regulatory functions effectively fulfilled by the super¬ 
structure in the system of social reproduction—only so long as the inter¬ 
ests of the fundamental social metabolism are not endangered. 
Nevertheless, short of an elemental structural crisis the power of the 
superstructure—for better or worse—is truly immense. For in virtue of its 
vital regulatory functions it constitutes a closely interlocking complex —a 
real vicious circle in capitalist society—with its material basis of produc¬ 
tive reproduction. This is why the much heralded triumph of “science 
and compound interest” (Keynes) 36 over scarcity within the structural 
parameters of capitalist society is, at best, only a pipedream. For the ele¬ 
mentary condition of taking even the first steps in the direction of that tri¬ 
umph is to break the vicious circle between capitalist material production 
and its necessary operating conditions. To achieve such an aim is con¬ 
ceivable only as a dialectical process of reciprocity through which both 
dimensions of the interlocking complex are radically—and simultane¬ 
ously—restructured, in contrast to the fantasy of establishing a temporal 
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sequence between them, irrespective of which of the two we might place 
first in the chronological order. 

In accordance with this line of reasoning, the historically changing 
superstructural forms can “correspond,” in the Marxian sense, to the 
specificities of the given social structure precisely because they constitute 
the necessary regulatory framework of continued reproduction, dialecti¬ 
cally interacting with the latter and co-determining its transformations, on 
the basis of the “natural correspondence” between the given forces and 
relations of productive reproduction. 

By the same token, the reciprocities of interaction may also manifest, 
and indeed explode, in the form of acute contradictions , in case the regu¬ 
latory interventions themselves seriously contribute to the emergence and 
aggravation of structural blockages in the system of continued reproduc¬ 
tion instead of helping to increase the given society’s productivity. This 
happens when the existing framework of regulatory interventions is no 
longer sufficient to displace the various manifestations of the system’s 
contradictions, in contrast to earlier phases of their unfolding, when they 
can still be treated as mere “dysfunctions,” corrigible with relative ease 
within the objective structural parameters of the established order. Under 
such circumstances the normally stabilizing superstructural forms them¬ 
selves paradoxically disrupt the dynamics of “correspondence-by-recip- 
rocal-adjustments” and, as a result, ultimately endanger even the most ele¬ 
mentary requirements of the basic social metabolism. 

We must distinguish between very different levels of “correspon¬ 
dence” that constitute an integrated system of determinations, structured 
in an ascending order oi“uebergreifenden ” moments. At the same time, it 
must be emphasized that even the most mediated levels actively “react 
back” on the more fundamental ones, dialectically contributing to the his¬ 
torical transformation of the social complex as a whole. 

The principal aspects of this system of reciprocal interactions and 
correspondences may be described, in ascending order, as follows: 

1. the natural requisites of all modes of production and of all continu¬ 
ous and reproductive labor in general; 


2. the natural correspondence between the given forces and relations of 
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production, in accordance with the historically attained level of social 
productivity; 

3. the correspondence between the historically specific social structure 
and its superstructure, which assumes the form of legal and political 
superstructure under a variety of social formations; 

4. the correspondence between determinate ideas and forms of social 
consciousness and the material base of the society in question as medi¬ 
ated by, and articulated through, the inextricably material as well as 
ideological instruments and institutions of this society in the overall 
framework of its superstructure. 

Without grasping the problematic of dialectical “reciprocity” and 
“correspondence” in the above sense—i.e., as an integrated complex of 
material and ideal determinations, with the ultimate priority vested in the 
former—we would end up with some tautological structural-functionalist 
conception that stipulates an unfailingly successful system of “reciprocal 
adjustments,” with the necessary elimination of “social dysfunctions,” in 
the interest of social apologetics. 

In this sense, a dialectical conception of the complex interactions and 
reciprocal determinations between base and superstructure means, first 
of all, to grasp the various factors involved as an objectively structured and 
ordered set of relations, with a precisely definable relative weight attached 
to each element at any given time, as well as transhistorically. (The latter 
in accordance with the priorities pertaining to the different structural 
constituents in virtue of their more or less strategic location with regard 
to one another in the general framework of the basic social metabolism. In 
other words, what we perceive as transhistorical trends of development— 
e.g., the stubborn persistence of class formations, notwithstanding their 
manifold contradictions, over a very long historical period—correspond 
in reality to some structurally primary interests and determinations of 
social interchange. Their nature and function within the established 
structural parameters of society is such that for the time being, however 
long, they must be reproduced in the historical dialectic between conti¬ 
nuity and discontinuity predominantly under the sign of continuity, given 
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the objective constitution of the established metabolic system and of the 
inherent operating conditions of its deeply entrenched modality of pro¬ 
ductive reproduction.) 

Such a dialectical approach to the interconnections between base and 
superstructure requires, of course, the most careful assessment of the var¬ 
ious levels and principal structural relations themselves, with particular 
attention to the necessary historical qualifications that concern the spe¬ 
cific social formation in its entirety. As we have seen earlier, Marx’s 
remark on the politics of Athens and Rome and on the Catholicism of the 
Middle Ages forcefully underlines the importance of identifying the his¬ 
torical specificities of determinate social formations at the level of their 
superstructural/ideological mechanisms and modes of interaction with 
the material base, without weakening in the least the materialist underpin¬ 
ning of his explanatory framework as a whole. 

These considerations, concerned with some central characteristics of 
different social formations, acquire their full significance only in relation 
to the “innumerable different empirical circumstances”—such as the 
characteristics of the “natural environment, racial relations, external his¬ 
torical influences, etc.”—which are responsible for creating those “infinite 
variations and gradations” that constitute the tangible reality of any his¬ 
torical situation in the overall framework of the given social formation. 
However—and this must be strongly emphasized, since it is often disre¬ 
garded—the concrete assessment of the “innumerable different empirical 
circumstances” becomes meaningful (and possible at all) only within this 
firmly ordered general framework of the structural relations of the social 
formation as such, and not the other way around. That is to say, no mat¬ 
ter how hard we might try, we shall never be able to squeeze out of the sur¬ 
vey of the numerous empirical circumstances, however “complete,” a 
coherent theoretical framework capable of illuminating the various social 
formations both by themselves and in relation to one another. 

The two together: i.e., the full inventory of the relevant empirical data 
on the one hand and the conceptual framework of “base and superstruc¬ 
ture” on the other as the condition of situating and evaluating the former, 
provide the necessary constituents of an adequate theoretical explanation 
of these complex dialectical relations. In this way it becomes possible to 
give due weight both to the strictly material and to the not directly mate- 
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rial factors, from the natural productivity of the land to compulsion and 
tradition, and from the genesis of “explicit law” as a principal regulatory 
force of the social metabolism under several different socioeconomic for¬ 
mations to the subtle functioning of even the most mediated forms of 
social consciousness. 


3.3 Customs, Tradition and Explicit Law: Historical 
Boundaries of the Legal and Political Superstructure 

Talking about the emergence of rent, for instance, Marx stresses the vital 
importance of: 

1. a sufficiently large surplus of labor-power, and 

2. the natural productivity of the land, as the necessary conditions for 
introducing rent. 

At the same time he adds: “It is not this possibility which creates the 
rent, but rather compulsion which turns this possibility into reality. But 
the possibility itself is conditioned by subjective and objective natural cir¬ 
cumstances.” 37 

From such considerations he moves on to assess the role of tradition 
and the emergence of law in terms of the requirements of the fundamen¬ 
tal social metabolism by saying: 

It is evident that tradition must play a dominant role in the primitive and 
undeveloped circumstances on which these social production relations 
and the corresponding mode of production are based. It is furthermore 
clear that here as always it is in the interest of the riding section of soci¬ 
ety to sanction the existing order as law and to legally establish its limits 
given through usage and tradition. Apart from all else, this, by the way, 
comes about of itself as soon as the constant reproduction of the basis of 
the existing order and its fundamental relations assumes a regulated and 
orderly form in the course of time. And such regulation and order are 
themselves indispensable elements of any mode of production, if it is to 
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assume social stability and independence from mere chance and arbi¬ 
trariness. These are precisely the form of its social stability and therefore 
its relative freedom from mere arbitrariness and mere chance. Under 
backward conditions of the production process as well as the correspon¬ 
ding social relations, it achieves this form by mere repetition of their very 
reproduction. If this has continued on for some time, it entrenches itself 
as custom and tradition and is finally sanctioned as an explicit law. 3S 

As we can see, though the truly extra-economic category of naked com¬ 
pulsion needs no historical explanation (the spontaneous exercise of brute 
force on the basis of differential natural strength is sufficient to set it into 
motion), the appearance of legalized compulsion (i.e., legally sanctioned 
and institutionally enforced compulsion) is an entirely different matter. 

To explain the genesis of law, it is necessary to bring into play a num¬ 
ber of very different factors, from the elementary requirements of the 
social metabolism as such to much more mediated superstructural mech¬ 
anisms. “Continued reproduction,” “regulation and order,” “social stabil¬ 
ity,” and “independence from mere chance and arbitrariness” are all vital 
requirements of any mode of production, irrespective of its relative degree 
of historical development. Thus “regulation” and “orderly reproduction” 
arise as the elemental material imperatives of social stability as such, prior 
to any conceivable legal regulation. Law itself must be first established on 
the same material basis before it can determine the specific form in which 
subsequent social interaction may legitimately take place. As the point of 
departure for a theoretically viable account, it is not possible to assume 
more than the mere fact of “repetition” as the necessary condition of any 
successful societal reproduction. (This much, of course, one may right¬ 
fully assume, since it is simply inconceivable to envisage any mode of 
socioeconomic reproduction, no matter how “innovative,” in which “rep¬ 
etition”—or “continuity”—does not play a significant part.) 

The social practice (and the corresponding category) of “repetition” 
represents the necessary point of departure toward the establishment of 
law, through the mediation of “usages,” “customs,” and “tradition.” Once 
reproduction is reinforced and stabilized through continued repetition of 
its fundamental processes to the point of becoming well-established 
“usages and customs” of the given society—thereby securing and safe- 
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guarding the “regulated and orderly form” of reproduction in the interest 
of social stability—the transition from direct material determinations 
(subject to the rule of “mere chance and arbitrariness”) to the active inter¬ 
vention of super structural constituents is in fact successfully accom¬ 
plished. For inasmuch as usages and customs “ entrench themselves ” and 
acquire the power of tradit ion , the door to formally codifying the more or 
less generally accepted (and at any rate effectively working) normativity of 
tradition by explicit law is wide open, together with the possibility of 
manipulating the beliefs associated with all forms of customs and tradi¬ 
tion. By the same token, those who happen to be in some key position 
with respect to the implementation of customs and tradition (as guardians 
of the associated ritual practices, for instance) ipso facto not merely have 
a vested interest in reinforcing their own relatively privileged position but 
also the ability to do so. 

Another point of great importance is that the existence of a regulatory 
system of customs and traditions makes it not only possible (and relatively 
easy) to establish “explicit law” as the watchdog of the ruling order, but 
also facilitates the task of the latter by exercizing many of its controlling 
functions, thereby reducing to a minimum the need for a direct repressive 
(legal) intervention in areas over which customs and traditions can main¬ 
tain effective control. Hence there is always a dialectical relationship 
between tradition and law in that 

1. no society can regulate itself on an enduring basis by the power of 
“explicit law” alone; 

2. there is a “two-way traffic” between law and tradition inasmuch as one 
can reinforce the other; or take over some functions of the other when 
the latter fails in effectively exercising them; or initiate some new func¬ 
tions and later assign them to the other, etc.; 

3. the more customs and traditions successfully embrace, the less 
explicit or codified law needs regulating; 

4. the broad framework of the law itself is powerfully conditioned by the 
existing system of customs and traditions (i.e., no legal system can 
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diametrically oppose the established system of customs and traditions 
without losing its own credibility and efficacy); 

5. major socioeconomic changes initiate corresponding transformations 
in tradition and law alike, but the effective unfolding and implementa¬ 
tion of such changes may be retarded for a considerable time by the 
power of inertia of the latter; 

6. by definition, law can respond more quickly than tradition to basic 
socioeconomic determinations (and in general to the need for signifi¬ 
cant social change); however, due to the interdeterminations referred 
to in point (4), the pace at which law can effectively respond to the 
requirements of major social change cannot ignore the limitations 
(and potentialities) of tradition itself as an integral part of the overall 
transformation; 

7. in the last analysis , in the dialectical relationship between law and tra¬ 
dition the latter is structurally more important, even though, as a mat¬ 
ter of brute fact, law assumed the dominant position in the course of 
history. What this vital consideration with regard to the alienating his¬ 
torical reversal of the objective structural primacy of tradition over the 
legal and political superstructure amounts to is that the progressive 
transcendence of explicit law—envisaged by Marx in order to do away 
with its negative, repressive dimension: inseparable from independ¬ 
ently articulated law and “ Staatswesen ” 39 as such—is conceivable 
only if society can transfer all the regulative functions of explicit law to 
the “self-activity” (i.e., the conscious or spontaneous “customs and 
tradition”) of the social body itself. 

It is also clear from the Marxian account that the superstructure must 
be constituted and articulated within the framework of customs and tra¬ 
ditions well before it can assume the form of “legal and political super¬ 
structure.” The prominence of legal and political determinations in exer¬ 
cising the essential functions of the social metabolism is characteristic of 
class societies , including the long historical period of transition from the 
capitalist social formation to the “higher phase of socialism” (or commu- 
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nism). According to Marx, only the latter can bring a radical change in 
this respect, when—beyond the earlier regulatory constraints—the self- 
determined interaction of the social individuals is governed by the princi¬ 
ple “to everyone according to their need,” rather than by the institution¬ 
alized rule of a separate legal system and its corresponding “state form,” 
be that of the most enlightened kind. 

Once the superstructure takes on the characteristic form of “legal and 
political superstructure” in the course of historical development—a form 
appropriate to various modes of “orderly” reproduction within the con¬ 
fines of the hierarchical-structural division of labor—the whole of the 
superstructure, even its most mediated dimensions (religious beliefs, 
artistic practices, philosophical conceptions, etc.), must be brought 
under its determinations, though, of course, in the earlier seen dialectical 
sense of the term. For the legal and political superstructure is by its very 
nature a “totalizing,” all-comprehensive structure. It reaches down to the 
most fundamental levels of social interchange, regulating the social 
metabolism itself by imposing and safeguarding the property relations of 
the given mode of production. 

We must recall in this context Marx’s characterization of the com¬ 
pleted capitalist order as a historically constituted totality and, as such, an 
“organic system.” 40 Within the framework of this “organic system,” every¬ 
thing must be in tune with the necessary practical presuppositions of the 
dominant mode of production, based on a perverted form of “ universal¬ 
ity .” This is in reality a pseudo-universality in that it is determined nega¬ 
tively, by way of exclusion , so that citizenship, for instance, is circum¬ 
scribed with reference to barriers and various disqualification clauses; 
and, likewise, the pseudo-positive concept of “conformity to the law” is 
defined in terms of the conditions of its violation, together with a set of 
more or less arbitrarily stipulated sanctions. All this is, of course, in perfect 
agreement with the dictates of exclusivistic (rather than just private) prop¬ 
erty relations which assign control over the vital reproductive functions of 
society to a small minority, in sharp contrast to genuinely all-inclusive com¬ 
munal property relations that embrace all members of society. 

Since the development of such social formations takes place on the 
material foundations (and regulatory premises) of structurally divided 
class society, those parts of the “organic system” in question possess the 
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greatest strategic relevance—and a corresponding ability to extend their 
power over every sphere—which are the most directly involved in repro¬ 
ducing the iniquitous structural parameters and operating conditions of 
the overall social complex. This is the principal reason why the legal and 
political superstructure acquires its paramount importance in the course 
of historical development. 

Parallel to the consolidation of exclusivistic property ownership and 
the emergence of the ruling order’s need for a radical redefinition of uni¬ 
versality in the sense mentioned above, the legal and political superstruc¬ 
ture becomes the “ uebergreifendes Moment ” (and in the end a one-sidedly 
dominant constituent) of the superstructure as a whole. For no other part 
of the superstructure can satisfy this need—from the point of view of the 
ruling order absolutely vital—with a comparable practical effectiveness. 

Religion and art, for instance, must maintain their claims to poten¬ 
tially all-inclusive and communally shared universality (from which in 
principle not even the members of the most hostile foreign state can be 
excluded), however illusory and “other-worldly” their terms of reference 
might be, if they are not to contradict their self-definition and thereby lose 
their authenticity and credibility. Accordingly, the practical role they are 
allowed to play must be on the whole a subsidiary one with regard to the 
structural parameters and operating conditions of established society. 
The more so, in fact, the greater the complexity of the reproductive inter¬ 
connections within an increasingly more integrated, and in the end glob¬ 
ally intertwined, socioeconomic framework. 

In this sense one can truly say that several dimensions of the super¬ 
structure become “marginalized” and condemned to an essentially sup¬ 
portive role in the course of historical development, in direct proportion 
to the rise of the legal and political superstructure. At the same time, 
“practical reason” under all its aspects must remain subjected to the 
materially determined normative requirements directly manifest in the 
coordinating and “totalizing” function of the legal and political ueber¬ 
greifendes Moment. It is by no means accidental in this respect that pre¬ 
cisely those dimensions of the non-legal/political superstructure that hap¬ 
pen to be the most sensitive from the point of view of the societal repro¬ 
duction process are brought under the direct control of the ever-more- 
powerful legal and political superstructure (in contrast to the pre-capital- 
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ist past when they were much more directly influential), as evidenced not 
only in the relationship between the modem state and the churches (not¬ 
withstanding all talk about their separation) but also in the way in which 
the artistic and educational institutions of society are being controlled. 

As we have seen, the normative dominance of law and politics 
becomes possible only at a relatively recent stage of historical develop¬ 
ment. The original constitution and long drawn-out transformation of the 
regulatory principles necessary to sustained social reproduction can be 
identified in the following terms: 

1. the exposure of primitive communities to the rule of chance and arbi¬ 
trariness; naked compulsion as the only feasible regulatory force, with 
all its wastefulness and instability ; total absence of normativity; 

2. the emergence of stabilizing factors through repetition , on the basis of 
“trial and error,” representing the first— spontaneous —steps in the 
direction of emancipation from chance and arbitrariness; 

3. the consolidation of the positive achievements of repetition in the 
form of—instrumentally oriented —specific usages ; 

4. the coordination of a multiplicity of recurrent usages into a fairly 
coherent body of customs ; normativity is still primarily concerned 
with the objective requirements of production and reproduction, i.e., 
with the enforcement of predominantly instrumental necessities; this 
remains the case for a long time, even though the imperatives associ¬ 
ated with the reproduction of the operating conditions of production 
(articulated as a set of well-marked customs) introduce a strong ele¬ 
ment of social normativity, preparing the ground for a much more 
problematical social division of labor; 

5. the integration of the most varied and long established customs into 
the universally respected tradition of the given community, represent¬ 
ing a mode of regulation that lays great stress on values transmitted 
from generation to generation, coupled with ritual reinforcement that 
involves the active participation of all; societies regulated by the nor- 
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mativity of tradition may remain for an indefinite period of time thor¬ 
oughly egalitarian in character, as historical records show, although 
the entrenchment of the new regulatory modalities opens the door to 
the development of separate forms of institutional enforcement and to 
the structural hierarchies that go with them; 

6. the emergence of explicit law, tradition selectively elevated to the sta¬ 
tus of law, with its sanctions and separate organs of law-enforcement 
at the service of the ruling order ; the exploitative minority interests of 
the established social formation codified as “the law,” self-interestedly 
redrawing the boundaries of legitimate social intercourse and redefin¬ 
ing the meaning of “society,” “communality” and “universality” in 
accordance with the a prioristic requirements of structural domina¬ 
tion, so that the concept of “social organism” acquires a profoundly 
conservative and apologetic meaning. At the same time, the poten¬ 
tially dissenting social forces are strictly (and punitively) subordinated 
to the new, rather abstract and instrumentally enforced system of over¬ 
all coordination and normativity, hence the inescapably negative artic¬ 
ulation of the legal and political regulatory framework. 

Thus, though it is undoubtedly true that the various “moments” 
referred to here become not only practically but also formally subsumed 
under the fully articulated legal and political superstructure, they neverthe¬ 
less remain direcdy or indirectly operative within the totalizing framework 
of the latter, however unpalatable this may sound to those who continue to 
idealize and “eternalize” the triumph of “Leviathan” as equivalent to civi¬ 
lized human existence, from the earliest theorists of “social contract” to 
present-day apologists of the capitalist state. For the historically recent legal 
and political regulatory machinery simply could not fulfill its vital metabolic 
functions without effectively bringing into play all the other—structurally 
more fundamental—moments as well, redefined as subordinate parts of its 
own “orderly” self-constitution. Even naked compulsion remains an integral 
part of the (no matter how “refined”) legal and political superstructure, 
convenient though it might be to ignore this fact as far as the established 
socioeconomic order is concerned, since it happens to clash with the self- 
mythology of the dominant interests. As Marx rightly observed: 
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All the bourgeois economists are aware of is that production can be car¬ 
ried on better under the modern police than e.g. on the principle of 
might makes right. They forget only that this principle is also a legal rela¬ 
tion, and that the right of the stronger prevails in their ‘constitutional 
republics’ as well, only in another form. 41 

Indeed, the right of the stronger—i.e., the necessary dominance of 
those who own and/or control the means of production—must prevail, 
ultimately at all costs, since the stability of the relations of production (the 
material underpinning of the legal and political superstructure) is crucial 
to the successful reproduction of the operating conditions of production, 
as we have seen. Law and the institutions of its enforcement are eminently 
suitable to such a role under the conditions of social antagonism, that is, 
when the management of the essential reproductive structures of society 
remains irreconcilably contested. Consequently, only the radical super- 
session of social antagonisms could do away with naked compulsion and 
institutionalized violence, however “civilized” and liberally “sophisti¬ 
cated,” which must be at least “implicit”—and at times of major crises 
openly reactivated—in all forms of “explicit law.” 42 

All this does not alter the fact that the historically primary and onto- 
logically fundamental—and in that sense “absolute”—moment is the 
necessity of orderly regula tion, in the interest of socioeconomic advance¬ 
ment and the expansion and satisfaction of historically produced needs 
on the ground of such advancement, and not its specific form,. All the less 
since the form in question can only secure the required reproduction at 
the devastating social cost of reproducing at the same time the structural 
hierarchies and antagonisms of the established order both on an expand¬ 
ing scale and with a growing intensity, which carry grave implications for 
the future. 

The most problematic aspect of the historically evolved and up until 
the present time dominant mode of social regulation (from which many 
others follow) is that appropriation falls under the rule of minority-con¬ 
trolled property and alienated legality that sustains such property in the 
form of separately constituted political power. Indeed, one of the vicious 
circles we can identify in this sphere is that the separately articulated legal 
and political superstructure necessarily implies the material dominance of 
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exclusivistic/minority controlled property (and the corresponding 
modality of iniquitous appropriation at all planes) and vice versa. Thus in 
class societies the legal and political form is both a regulator of the social 
intercourse and a usurper in the service of the usurpers of social wealth. 
And even after the intended post-revolutionary break with the past it rep¬ 
resents one of the greatest challenges to extricate the new society of “asso¬ 
ciated producers” from the clutches of these determinations, which tend 
to resist or subvert precisely their practical self-definition as associated 
producers. 

It is by no means surprising that so long as the legal form remains 
dominant, the structural iniquities of discriminatory appropriation are 
reproduced with it. This is particularly revealing in the light of some 
major reversals to which modern history bears witness. For in the course 
of revolutionary upheavals conscious efforts are made, at times, to intro¬ 
duce some truly egalitarian principles for the regulation of production 
and appropriation—as for instance during the initial phase of the 
Russian Revolution—which are later reversed, parallel to the reconstitu¬ 
tion of the state that emerges more powerful than ever from the crisis. 
Such reversals, rooted in the vicious circle between separate legality and 
iniquitous appropriation, underline the hopeless inadequacy of explain¬ 
ing these problems in terms of “postrevolutionary bureaucratization”— 
and associated categories—which at best only beg the question. One 
cannot reduce a whole range of objective structural determinations to 
subjective defects. 43 

Historically the emergence and consolidation of the legal and political 
superstructure runs parallel to the conversion of communal appropria¬ 
tion into exclusivistic property. The more extensive the practical impact 
of the latter on the prevailing modality of social reproduction (especially 
in the form of fragmented private property), the more pronounced and 
institutionally articulated the totalizing role of the legal and political 
superstructure must be. It is therefore by no means accidental that the 
centralizing and bureaucratically all-invading capitalist state—and not a 
state defined by vague geographic terms as “the modern Occidental 
state”—acquires its preponderance in the course of the development of 
generalized commodity production and the practical institution of the 
property relations in tune with it, notwithstanding the “free market” and 
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“laissez-faire” mythology of its beneficiaries. Once this connection is 
omitted, as indeed for ideological reasons it must be in the case of all 
those who conceptualize these problems from the standpoint of the rul¬ 
ing order, we end up with a mystery as to why the state assumes the char¬ 
acter it happens to have under the conditions of generalized commodity 
production. A mystery that becomes a complete mystification when Max 
Weber tries to unravel it by suggesting that “it has been the work ofjurists 
to give birth to the modern Occidental state .” 44 Hegel’s idealism at least 
offered us the good services of the “World Spirit” in explanation of such 
monumental miracles, not the misty “ Kopfarbeit ” of drunken judges. 

The more fully articulated the legal and political superstructure is, the 
more closely it embraces and dominates not only the material practices 
but simultaneously also the most varied “ideal forms” of social conscious¬ 
ness. As a result, the theoretical, philosophical, artistic, etc., forms of 
activity cannot directly reflect, or respond to, the needs and demands of 
the social base. They must do so via the necessarily biased mediation of 
the legal and political superstructure. 

Two sets of questions are particularly important in this respect. The 
first concerns the nature of practical mediations within the capitalistic 
framework of social reproduction, and the second the perverse overall 
configuration of this formation as an “organic system.” 

Since these problems are discussed in considerable detail in Beyond 
Capital, let it suffice to say here briefly, with regard to the first set, that 
the mediations in question—which negatively affect the production of all 
forms and modalities of social consciousness—are the structurally viti¬ 
ated and reified second-order mediations of Wage Labor, Private 
Property and EXCHANGE, asserting themselves through the controlling 
power of capital (which arises from its monopoly over the means of pro¬ 
duction) and the corresponding hierarchical social division of labor. 
Naturally, given the way in which class society is constituted on the 
ground of objective contradictions (held together by a multiplicity of 
interlocking determinations), the legal and political superstructure for¬ 
mally regulates and reinforces this network of alienated second order 
mediations, enlisting in its task the contribution of all the other parts of 
the superstructure as well, and thereby it plays a vital role in the success¬ 
ful reproduction of the entire system. 
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As to the second set of problems, what is directly relevant in the pres¬ 
ent context is that the practically crucial role of the legal and political 
superstructure in the overall reproduction process—which turns it into 
the uebergreifendes Moment of the entire superstructure—confers upon 
the legal and political superstructure a highly privileged status in the 
“organic system” of the established social order. As a result, the other 
parts of the superstructure cannot gain access to the necessary means of 
their own activity without the (explicit or implicit) stamp of approval by 
the legal and political superstructure. In this sense, the “organic system” 
of capital articulates itself also at the plane of the superstructure as a com¬ 
plex network of subordinations and superordinations, even if intellectu¬ 
als tend to forget about the paradoxical relationships of superstructural 
dependency into which they are, as individuals, inescapably inserted. 

On both counts, therefore, the “full emancipation” of art, philosophy, 
etc., from the rule of capital is inseparable from the “withering away” of 
the legal and political superstructure as such. Since under the prevailing 
system, as mentioned already, the non-legal/political parts of the super¬ 
structure can only gain access to the conditions of their effective function¬ 
ing through the necessarily biased mediation of the legal and political 
superstructure, there is a prima facie tension between the two. Under 
favorable circumstances this tension can assume the form of critical 
emancipatory contestation. Indeed, one may rightfully assert that there is 
a genuine emancipatory interest on the side of art, critical social theory, 
etc., opposed to the legal and political superstructure for as long as the 
latter retains its normative preponderance in the overall reproduction 
process. Such emancipatory interest, though, must be located in an 
empirically identifiable social agency as its carrier, rather than hyposta- 
tized on a fictitiously self-supporting ideal/intellectual terrain, as often 
happens with the representatives of the Frankfurt School, including 
Marcuse’s desperate yet mysteriously emancipatory “Aesthetic 
Dimension .” 45 Moreover, since by its very nature “explicit law” can never 
acquire the character of self-activity , in that it must set itself up above all 
members of society in its spurious claims to universal validity, the practi¬ 
cal realization of socialist emancipation envisaged by Marx is in principle 
unthinkable within the structural constraints of the legal and political 
superstructure as such. In other words, according to the Marxian concep- 
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tion the legal and political superstructure not only in its capitalist form 
but in all conceivable forms must be considered the necessary target of 
emancipatory social practice. 

In relation to these considerations it becomes clear why the historical 
boundaries of the legal and political superstructure must be drawn with 
great care, both with regard to the past and in the direction of the future. 
For, as no one could seriously dispute it, no society can adequately repro¬ 
duce itself and advance in its capacity to satisfy an expanding range of 
human needs without creating reliable normative structures and institu¬ 
tions, in accordance with the cumulative regulatory requirements of an 
increasingly more complex and intertwined social metabolism. In this 
sense, once the phase regulated by the crudest material determinations is 
left behind, social intercourse is inconceivable without the growing inter¬ 
vention of superstructural factors, with their corresponding forms of nor¬ 
ma tivity. Nor is it conceivable to do away with normativity as such in a 
socialist society. If anything, its role, on the contrary, is bound to increase 
with the mastery of material necessities and the successful removal of 
external constraints. For the fully acknowledged reciprocity of the inter¬ 
acting social individuals as “associated producers” necessarily implies as 
its precondition the internal normativity of a new mode of action, ori¬ 
ented within, and envisaging the reproduction of, a consciously adopted 
overall societal framework from which the a prioristic (materially pre¬ 
judged and vitiated) predominance of partial interests has been removed 
in the course of historical development. 

Thus, although the “new historic form”—Marx’s code name for a 
truly socialist society—is totally unthinkable without its properly articu¬ 
lated superstructure, it is quite another matter as far as the legal and polit¬ 
ical superstructure is concerned. For the normativity of the latter, very far 
from being internal and thus suitable to the exercise of consciously pur¬ 
sued and fully equitable reciprocity, is in fact external and alienated nor¬ 
mativity par excellence. 

With respect to the past, the historical boundary of the legal and polit¬ 
ical superstructure is marked by the radical displacement and domination 
(though, for reasons already indicated, by no means the liquidation) of 
the earlier—in their inception spontaneously all-embracing and participa¬ 
tory—forms of normativity. Furthermore, throughout its long history the 
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legal and political superstructure is characterized by the practical repro¬ 
duction of yet another, somewhat paradoxical, vicious circle. Through 
this circle it sustains the dominance of minority-controlled property, and 
at the same time—in regard to its ultimate sanction that materially 
grounds (in principle at least) its own power of domination over all par¬ 
ticular individuals— it is itself sustained by property , in the form of its 
selectively exercised negation of the right of determinate individuals to 
enjoy their property and the freedoms associated with their possessions, 
without disrupting thereby in the least its own subservience to the domi¬ 
nant class or classes at the level of collective relations. 

As for the future, the historical boundary of the legal and political 
superstructure can only be drawn in practical terms by the structural cri¬ 
sis of the mode of social interchange that must rely on minority-controlled 
property as the principal motivating force of its system of productive 
reproduction. For so long as the operating conditions of social produc¬ 
tion remain tied to the structural hierarchies of the established social divi¬ 
sion of labor, the vicious circle just referred to is bound to be reproduced 
with them, even if in an altered form. 

This means that under such conditions the dominance of the alienat¬ 
ing normativity of the law—deeply rooted in the reproductive processes 
themselves—cannot be superseded. At the same time it is also clear that 
the retention of the alienating normativity of the legal and political super¬ 
structure is totally incompatible with the idea of socialist emancipation. It 
is not surprising, therefore, that the Marxian project had to be spelled out 
from the very beginning as a revolutionary critique of the state. A critique 
that envisaged the state’s complete transcendence already in Marx’s very 
early writings (such as the Critique of the Hegelian Philosophy of Right, 
among others), reiterating the same point with great emphasis in the 
assessment of the Paris Commune’s historical significance and in some 
passages of the Critique of the Gotha Program that envisage the necessary 
historical supersession of the state form and the radical transcendence of 
the law (or “explicit law”) as such. Thus there can be no compromise as 
far as the “withering away of the state” and the progressive “ Aufhebung ” 
of the legal and political superstructure—in favor of a qualitatively rede¬ 
fined and correspondingly restructured superstructure—are concerned. 
In terms of the Marxian vision, any accommodation on this point 
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amounts to abandoning the idea of a socialist transformation of society 
altogether. 

This is why concern with the relationship between the material base 
and the superstructure of the various socio-historical formations occupies 
such an important place in the Marxian conception. 

As we have seen, according to Marx the “superstructure” in its pri¬ 
mary sense is radically different from superstructure articulated as “legal 
and political superstructure.” The emergence and consolidation of a sep¬ 
arate legal and political framework to which all the other parts of the 
superstructure must be subjected is due to much more recent socio-his¬ 
torical factors and determinations than the original constitution of the 
superstructure as customs and tradition. Appropriately, therefore, the lat¬ 
ter thus assumes a particular significance in the assessment of the issues 
at stake. For it remains the structurally and ontologically fundamental 
constituent, notwithstanding the dominant position of law and politics 
throughout the history of class societies. 

Ultimately, it is the Marxian way of drawing the line of demarcation 
between the ontologically untranscendable superstructure and the histor¬ 
ically limited legal and political superstructure that makes it possible to 
anticipate the “withering away” of the state and the end of the domination 
of social life by separate legality and abstract normativity, with all the 
emancipatory potential inherent in such “withering away” with regard to 
both the primary material and the corresponding regulatory superstruc- 
tural practices of the “freely associated producers.” 

NOTES 

1. Peter Worsley, The Three Worlds: Culture and World Development , 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, London, 1984,37. 

2. Ibid., 32. Sadly, in reality it is Peter Worsley himself who finds it necessary 
to resort to “verbal contortions” and distortions. He declares in his refuta¬ 
tionary zeal—which is perhaps also a form of self-criticism for his own dog¬ 
matic Marxist and Maoist past—that “It is simply not true that man must 
eat before he can think. People would not find food at all if they did not 
think.'” Ibid., 36. 

In truth, Marx’s critique of idealism is not concerned with “thinking” as 
such, but with denying the primacy and self-referential autonomy of philos- 
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ophizing over the historically unfolding production and reproduction of 
the material conditions of human existence that itself is—as a matter of tru¬ 
ism—totally inconceivable without thinking. And even Engels’s deliber¬ 
ately simplified formulations of the materialist conception of history make 
it quite clear that Worsley’s “refutation” is a crude caricature. For the way 
in which Engels puts it in his “Speech at the Graveside of Marx”: 
“Mankind must first of all eat, drink, have shelter and clothing, before it can 
pursue politics, science, art, religion, etc? (Marx and Engels, Selected 
Works, Foreign Languages Publishing House, Moscow, 1958,2:153.) 
Furthermore, it is a cornerstone of precisely the Marxian tradition to insist 
that homo faber (man the worker and tool-bearer) cannot be separated from 
and opposed to homo sapiens (man the thinker). 

3. Ibid., 41. 

4. Steven Lukes, “Can the Base Be Distinguished from the Superstructure?,” 
in The Nature of Political Theory, ed. David Miller and Larry Siedentop, 
Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1983, 119. 

5. For an illuminating counterexample see Raymond Williams, “Base and 
Superstructure in Marxist Cultural Theory” (1973; repr. in Problems in 
Materialism and Culture, N.L.B., London, 1980,31-49); and part 2 of his 
Marxism and Literature (Oxford University Press, 1977, 75-141). For 
though Williams is justifiably critical of mechanical reductionism, he also 
offers a positive alternative. Particularly valuable is his analysis of “incorpo¬ 
ration” which integrates Gramsci’s concept of “hegemony” into the 
Marxian theoretical framework of historical and cultural developments. 

6. Worsley, The Three Worlds, 28. 

7. Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization, ed. with an 
Introduction by Talcott Parsons, Free Press, New York, 1964, 89. “Pure 
type” is italicized by Weber. 

8. Ibid., 92. 

9. This is how Weber illustrates his “typological scientific analysis” that has 
as its frame of reference what he calls “a conceptually pure type of rational 
action”: 

For example a panic on the stock exchange can be most conveniently 
analysed by attempting to determine first what the course of action 
would have been if it had not been influenced by irrational effects-, it is 
then possible to introduce the irrational components as accounting for 
the observed deviations from this hypothetical course. [ Ibid., 92] 

10. Weber, “Objectivity” (1904), in The Methodology of the Social Sciences, ed. 
E. A. Shils and H. A. Finch, Free Press, New York, 1949, 99. For a more 
detailed discussion of these problems, see my essay on “Ideology and 
Social Science” (The Socialist Register, 1972; repr. in I. Meszaros, 
Philosophy, Ideology, and Social Science, Harvester Press, Brighton, 1976), 
particularly sections 2: “Max Weber and Value-Free Social Science,” 3: 
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“Ideological Character of the Ideal Types,” and 4: “Theory and Meta- 
Theory.” 

11. Talcott Parsons, introduction to Max Weber, The Theory of Social and 
Economic Organization , Free Press, New York, 1964, 28. 

12. Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization , 102. “Only” 
underlined by Weber. 

13. Ibid., 103. 

14. Ibid., 101. “Solely” italicized by Weber. 

15. Ibid., 102. 

16. Ibid. 

17. Karl Marx, Grundrisse, Penguin Books, Harmondsworth, 1973,106. 

18. Ibid., 103-5. 

19. Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization , 92. 

20. In this sense, it is by no means accidental that the category of “class con¬ 
sciousness” is so recent. For just like “labor as such,” it is produced by 
actual historical development, reaching its climax in the capitalist social 
formation. Thus modern historians and philosophers “discover” its rele¬ 
vance to the analysis of social conflict when the assertion of the motivating 
force of class consciousness “becomes true in practice.” This does not 
mean, of course, that it is not applicable— mutatis mutandis —to earlier 
conditions. However, again, just like “labor as such” the concept of “class 
consciousness,” too, “achieves practical truth . .. only as a category of the 
most modern society .” (Marx, Grundrisse , 105.) Marx’s methodological 
principle that contrasts “human anatomy” with the “anatomy of the ape” is 
relevant also in this respect. As he puts it: 

Bourgeois society is the most developed and the most complex historic 
organization of production. The categories which express its relations, 
the comprehension of its structure, thereby also allow insights into the 
structure and the relations of production of all the vanished social for¬ 
mations out of whose ruins and elements it built itself up, whose partly 
still unconquered remnants are carried along within it, whose mere 
nuances have developed explicit significance within it, etc. Human 
anatomy contains a key to the anatomy of the ape. The intimations of 
higher development among the subordinate animal species, however, 
can be understood only after the higher development is already known. 
[Ibid.] 

21. Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Collected Works, Lawrence and Wishart, 
London, 1975, 4:36 (henceforth MECW). 

22. Ibid., 37. Marx’s italics. 

23. Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization , 92. 

24. Worsley, The Three Worlds, 28-29. Worsley’s italics. 

25. Ibid., 36. 

26. It is interesting to note that Peter Worsley, after declaring that society is not 
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this and not that, immediately changes the subject from “society” to 
“human beings” when he tries to offer an affirmative statement. As he puts 
it: “The crucial difference, anthropologists have long insisted, is that 
human beings possess a developed consciousness and, collectively, a 
shared, cumulative culture.” (Ibid., 28.) However, simply to equate “soci¬ 
ety” with “human beings” is blatantly fallacious. For such equation wish¬ 
fully omits the institutional inertia —Sartre’s “practico-inert”—that con¬ 
fronts and often destructively negates the “developed consciousness” of 
human beings. 

27. Marx, Grundrisse , 88. 

28. Ibid., 278. 

29. Marx often scorns the tautologies with the help of which even the classics 
of bourgeois political economy “deduce” the existent from their own 
assumptions. The expression “flat tautologies” is from the Grundrisse, 86. 

30. Ibid., 87-88. 

31. Karl Marx, Capital , Foreign Languages Publishing House, Moscow, 1959, 
3:771-72. 

32. Ibid., 1:82. In view of its importance, it is worth quoting this passage in its 
entirety: 

I seize this opportunity of shortly answering an objection taken by a 
German paper in America, to my work, Zur Kritik der Politischen 
Oekonomie , 1859. In the estimation of that paper, my view that each spe¬ 
cial mode of production and the social relations corresponding to it, in 
short, that the economic structure of society, is the real basis on which 
the juridical and political superstructure is raised, and to which definite 
social forms of thought correspond; that the mode of production deter¬ 
mines the character of the social, political, and intellectual life generally, 
all this is very true for our own times, in which material interests prepon¬ 
derate, but not for the middle ages, in which Catholicism, nor for Athens 
and Rome, where politics, reigned supreme. In the first place it strikes 
one as an odd thing for any one to suppose that these wellworn phrases 
about the middle ages and the ancient world are unknown to anyone 
else. This much, however, is clear, that the middle ages could not live on 
Catholicism, nor the ancient world on politics. On the contrary, it is the 
mode in which they gained a livelihood that explains why here politics 
and there Catholicism, played the chief part. For the rest, it requires but 
a slight acquaintance with the history of the Roman republic, for exam¬ 
ple, to be aware that its secret history is the history of its landed prop¬ 
erty. On the other hand, Don Quixote long ago paid the penalty for 
wrongly imagining that knight errantry was compatible with all eco¬ 
nomic forms of society. 

Marx’s acknowledgment of the “chief part” played by politics, or by 
Christianity, under determinate historical conditions, tends to be greatly 
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exaggerated by those who one-sidedly insist on the “autonomy” (by which 
they mean complete independence) of such superstructural factors. In 
truth, however, Marx’s pejorative references both to the shallowness of the 
“well-worn phrases” about the middle ages and the ancient world—phrases 
that want to assign a role to politics and religion idealistically out of propor¬ 
tion to the material dimensions of social life—and to the unreality of 
“knight-errantry,” forcefully reiterate his general position, rather than pro¬ 
vide a fundamental corrective to it, as had been claimed. 

The fact is that Marx always stressed the inherently active function of 
ideological forms in producing social change (see his “Introduction” to the 
Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right and the Economic and Philosophical 
Manuscripts of1844, for instance), but within the framework of the overall 
socioeconomic structure and in terms of the appropriate historical con¬ 
juncture. And precisely because one needs the proper historical qualifica¬ 
tions to explain the relative prominence of some specific ideological factor 
at determinate times, the possibility of the relative dominance of ideologi¬ 
cal components of the social complex put into relief by Marx in the passage 
quoted above underlines the validity of his general conception, instead of 
undermining it, as some interpreters suggest or imply. 

33. John Maynard Keynes, for instance, idealizes the capitalist epoch to such 
an extent that the rest of human history is curtly (and circularly) dismissed 
by him as the “absence of important technical improvements” and “the fail¬ 
ure of capital to accumulate.” (“Economic Possibilities for Our 
Grandchildren” [1930], in Essays in Persuasion, W. W. Norton, New York, 
1963, 360.) Indeed, he goes so far as to say, “Almost everything which 
really matters and which the world possessed at the commencement of the 
modern age was already known to man at the dawn of history.” (Ibid.) 

34. Characteristically, the most influential of all those who worked out the 
strategies for capital’s revitalization in the twentieth century, John Maynard 
Keynes—whose ideological allegiances are unashamedly spelled out when 
he declares that “the class war will find me on the side of the educated 
bourgeoisie'" —olfers the most rigid and dogmatic separation of 
material/productive advancement (“the solution of the economic problem ” 
in his terminology), and the betterment of the conditions of human exis¬ 
tence in all respects, in accordance with the potentialities of consciously 
adopted objectives. Keynes, “Am I a Liberal?” (1925), in ibid.,324. He 
describes the process of productive reproduction from the “vulgar materi¬ 
alist” standpoint of what he himself calls “the economic machine” (“The 
End of Laissez-Faire” [1926], in ibid., 319, arguing that science, technical 
efficiency and capital accumulation—and the latter thanks to “the principle 
of compound interest” (“Economic Possibilities for Our Grandchildren”, 
ibid., 371), and not of indigenous and colonial exploitation) are well on 
their way to solve, “ gradually ” of course, “humanity’s economic problem,” 
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which in his view should be considered “a matter for specialists —like den¬ 
tistry” (ibid., 373). If we are still experiencing troubles, like “the prevailing 
world depression” and the “anomaly of unemployment in a world frill of 
wants” (ibid., 359), that is only because: 

For the moment the very rapidity of these changes [in technical effi¬ 
ciency] is hurting us and bringing difficult problems to solve. Those 
countries are suffering relatively which are not in the vanguard of 
progress. We are being afflicted with a new disease ... namely, technolog¬ 
ical unemployment. . . . But this is only a temporary phase of maladjust¬ 
ment. All this means in the long run that mankind is solving its economic 
problem. [Ibid., 364.] 

As we can see, the tune does not seem to have changed much in all the 
intervening years. For our own growing unemployment is equally sup¬ 
posed to be no more serious than “a temporary phase of maladjustment,” 
due to the “rapidity of changes in technological efficiency,” all in the good 
cause of remaining in the “vanguard of progress.” 

The difference is that Keynes can still confidently anticipate—in 
1930—that “mankind’s economic problem” will be solved within one hun¬ 
dred years in the “progressive countries” (ibid., 364). However, through 
his qualifications it transpires that for Keynes the concept of “mankind” 
that is declared to be in the process of solving the economic problem is 
confined to the “progressive countries” and “vanguards of progress.” This, 
again, underlines the total unreality of his diagnosis. 

Moreover, in agreement with the age-old postulate of bourgeois politi¬ 
cal economy according to which nature itself implanted the “money- 
motive” into all human individuals, Keynes asserts that: “we have been 
expressly evolved by nature—with all our impulses and deepest instincts— 
for the purpose of solving the economic problem. If the economic problem is 
solved, mankind will be deprived of its traditional purpose” (ibid., 366). 
And yet, this is how he describes the coming positive change with regard to 
the selfsame individuals who are said to be so deeply determined by nature 
itself in their innermost “impulses and instincts”: 

When the accumulation of wealth is no longer of high social impor¬ 
tance, there will be great changes in the code of morals.... All kinds of 
social customs and economic practices, affecting die distribution of 
wealth and of economic rewards and penalties, which we now maintain 
at all costs, however distasteful and unjust they may be in themselves, 
because they are tremendously useful in promoting die accumulation of 
capital, we shall then be free, at last, to discard. . . . We shall honour 
those who can teach us how to pluck the hour and the day virtuously 
and well, the delightful people who are capable of taking direct enjoy¬ 
ment in things, the lilies of the field who toil not, neither do they spin. 
[Ibid., 369-70.] 


THE DIALECTIC OF BASE AND SUPERSTRUCTURE 


135 


The miraculous conversion of nature’s instinctual moneymaker, which 
is here anticipated to occur a century or so after 1930, is, of course, a totally 
gratuitous suggestion. For without any supporting ground whatsoever, nay 
against his own arguments enunciated on the authority of “nature” itself 
just a moment earlier, Keynes counterposes with wishful arbitrariness 
nothing but the impotent world of “ought” to the given reality of “is,” 
underlying their polarity also by the temporal abyss he puts between them. 

In any case, the hypostatized quasi-religious redemption is not the real 
purpose of the Keynesian discourse. He offers the moralizing/religious car¬ 
rot of “ultimate reward” to the individuals—for whom the promised land 
lies in the world of beyond, since in one hundred years they will be all 
dead—on condition that they trade in their quest for a possible radical 
change in the not so distant future for its postponement well beyond their 
own life expectancy, accepting thereby with sanctified resignation the estab¬ 
lished order of things. Accordingly, Keynes, immediately after the lines just 
quoted, takes us back with a highly developed sense of hypocrisy to his own 
rather prosaic and utterly mystifying vision of reality. For this is how he con¬ 
tinues his “Essay in persuasion” after praising the lilies in the field: 

But beware! The time for all this is not yet. For at least another hundred 
years we must pretend to ourselves and to every one that fair is foul and 
foul is fair; for foul is useful and fair is not. Avarice and usury and pre¬ 
caution must he our gods for a little longer still. For only they can lead 
us out of the tunnel of economic necessity into daylight. [Ibid., 372.] 
Keynes mystifies his audience by deliberately conflating (and confusing) 
“useful” with profitable (the real operative term beneath his diversionary 
phraseology). He is convinced—or rather, he wants to convince us —that 
the problems of “economic necessity” are technical problems, to be 
assigned to our “ specialists ” in usury management and economic tooth 
extraction. In this spirit, Keynes insists that the “humble but competent” 
specialists recommended by him are destined to lead us out of “the tunnel 
of economic necessity” to our own “destination of economic bliss” (ibid., 
373), provided that we entrust ourselves to them—just as no toothache suf¬ 
ferer in his or her right mind would query the wisdom of consigning them¬ 
selves to the pain-relieving competence of dental specialists. Keynes is in 
fact so convinced of the validity of his dentist/specialist vision of the “eco¬ 
nomic problem” that he concludes his essay with these words: “If econo¬ 
mists could manage to get themselves thought of as humble, competent 
people, on a level with dentists, that would be splendid” (ibid.). 

Unfortunately, however, a mere twenty-one years from reaching our 
promised destination of economic bliss we are much more distant from the 
mouth of the tunnel than seventy-nine years ago, despite the tremendous 
advances in productivity accomplished in all these decades. The reason 
why this is so is that the “economic problem” of which Keynes speaks is in 
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reality not that of “economic necessity”—which in his view is bound to be 
automatically eliminated in due course by the blissful “accumulation of 
wealth”—but a profoundly social (or socioeconomic) problem. For no 
amount of accumulated wealth can do as much as even begin to remove the 
paralyzing constraints of the now prevailing socioeconomic determinations 
if the growing social wealth is poured down—as happens to be the case 
today—into the bottomless pit of the military-industrial complex, as well as 
of other varieties of wasteful wealth absorption, instead of satisfying human 
needs. Similarly, despite the self-absolving—and in our own time for the 
same reasons highly popular—Keynesian treatment of the problem, there is 
no such thing as “ technological unemployment .” For mass unemployment— 
much greater today than in 1930, when Keynes promised us daylight 
“before long” at the end of the tunnel—could be eliminated in principle vir¬ 
tually overnight. Not by the new job-creating miracles of a “third” and 
“fourth industrial revolution,” but by the consciously adopted social strat¬ 
egy to reduce the amount of labor-time undertaken by the members of soci¬ 
ety, in accord with the real needs and productive objectives of the available 
workforce. 

The apologetic intent behind the Keynesian rationalization of the rela¬ 
tionship between material developments and human emancipation is fairly 
obvious once we assemble its constituents. The same is true of more 
recent and much cruder apologists of capital than Keynes, like Daniel Bell 
and Robert Tucker, for instance. The only difference is that for the latter 
the future has already become present in our own so-called post-industrial 
society, which is said to have solved the “economic problem.” Thus they 
declare: “Marx’s concept of communism is more nearly applicable to 
present-day America, for example, than is his concept of capitalism” 
(Robert Tucker, Philosophy and Myth in Karl Marx , Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge, 1961,235), which leaves us merely with the 
problems of abundance and “leisure” that already worried Keynes in his 
description of the world of “daylight” beyond the economic tunnel. 

However, the mechanistic optimism that took for granted the realization 
of technologically produced abundance was by no means confined to the 
faithful defenders of capital’s contradictions. It was in fact extremely wide¬ 
spread among intellectuals in general at the height of postwar prosperity 
and political consensus. What was rather surprising, though, was that the 
selfsame optimism infected even some leading Western Marxist scholars. 
They seemed to forget that predicating, as they did, that the triumph of 
abundance over scarcity was well on its way to solve all our material prob¬ 
lems must be applicable to the globally interconnected social world—and 
in that sense it must be generalizable—instead of being a wishful projection 
of the conditions that happened to prevail, for the time being, in relatively 
small areas of even their own privileged, neo-colonially exploitative, coun- 
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tries. To take one example, even the distinguished Canadian Marxist, C. B. 
Macpherson, argued in “A Political Theory of Property,” in Democratic 
Theory: Essays in Retrieval (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1973, 138-39): 
The conquest of scarcity is now not only foreseeable but actually fore¬ 
seen. ... In the conditions of material scarcity that have always prevailed 
up to now, property has been a matter of a right to a material revenue. 
With the conquest of scarcity that is now foreseen, property must become 
rather a right to an immaterial revenue , a revenue of enjoyment of the 
quality of life. Such a revenue cannot be reckoned in material quantities. 
We find a similarly disoriented perspective in the writings of the 
Frankfurt School. The objective significance of the necessary operating 
conditions of capitalist reproduction is ignored, producing a thoroughly 
unrealistic assessment of capitalist technology and production. Moreover, 
since this major dimension of the dialectic of base and superstructure is left 
out of sight, the ideological critique of “advanced industrial society” artic¬ 
ulated by the representatives of this school suffers accordingly, in that it 
cannot point to any foundation except itself. The moralizing negativity in 
evidence in so many works of “critical theory” is the necessary conse¬ 
quence of such omission. 

Theodor Adorno, for instance, defines the conditions of an emanci¬ 
pated society in terms of its being “so organised as the productive forces 
would directly permit it here and now , and as the conditions of production 
on either side relentlessly prevent it” ( Negative Dialectics , Seabury Press, 
New York, 1973,203). 

The weaknesses of this conception are threefold. First, the global m isery 
upon which the apparently successful productive forces are built is not 
seriously taken into account, and therefore the vital question of how gener- 
alizable is the dominant productive technology—which in the end decides 
whether it is viable at all, not to mention its actual suitability to ground the 
necessary socialist transformation—is not even raised. Second, inasmuch 
as the available level of productive technology is declared to be adequate 
even for the purposes of an emancipated society, its deepseated objective 
contradictions—inherent in the necessary operating conditions of the 
established mode of productive reproduction, which steer it in a perilous 
direction and thereby constrain it in all major respects, “here and now,” 
with ultimately explosive implications with regard to its future develop¬ 
ment—escape all criticism. And third, since in the capital/labor relation¬ 
ship the responsibility for “relentlessly preventing” the emergence of the 
envisaged emancipated society on the already given foundations of produc¬ 
tive technology is ascribed as much to one side as to the other, the possibil¬ 
ity of finding an agency of emancipation equal to the task disappears com¬ 
pletely. Once, however, the situation is diagnosed in such terms, Adorno is 
forced into the dubious posture of a generic moral denunciation of the exis- 
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tent from his (conceived from the point of view of the elite) “negative 
dialectic.” 

Despite some differences in emphasis and terminology, Marcuse’s posi¬ 
tion is not fundamentally different from that of Adorno. For although the 
author of One-Dimensional Man detests the capitalist system and has great 
sympathy for “the wretched of the earth,” his perspective is based on much 
the same misdiagnosis of capital’s inherent potentialities and accomplish¬ 
ments. He too, greatly overrates them, asserting that as a result of “the 
greater happiness and fun available to the majority of the population” 
(Marcuse, An Essay on Liberation , Allen Lane/ Penguin Press, London, 
1969,13), “the working class ... has become a conservative, even counter¬ 
revolutionary force” (ibid., 16). 

Paradoxically, Marcuse admits that he is trapped by “the vicious circle: 
the rupture with the selfpropelling conservative continuum of needs must 
precede the revolution which is to usher in a free society, but such rupture 
itself can be envisaged only in a revolution” (ibid., 18, Marcuse’s italics). 
Yet he can only offer an abstract moral imperative—the mysterious “emer¬ 
gence of a morality which might precondition man for freedom” (ibid., 
10)—as a way out of his self-imposed “vicious circle,” advocating the strat¬ 
egy of “passing from Marx to Fourier” (ibid., 22) and even to Kant: “Here 
too, Kant’s aesthetic theory leads to the most advanced notions: the beauti¬ 
ful as ‘symbol’ of the moral” (ibid., 32). 

To make things worse for himself, Marcuse not only categorically asserts 
“the integration of the organized (and not only the organized) laboring 
class into the system of advanced capitalism” (ibid., 14), but even tries to 
offer a biological underpinning to the alleged fateful integration by predi¬ 
cating that “it is precisely the excessive adaptability of the human organism 
which propels the perpetuation and extension of the cornmodity form .” 
(ibid., 17) in place of the Marxian explanation of the—prevailing—histori¬ 
cally and socially qualified—form of “false consciousness” in terms of the 
“fetishism of commodity.” Furthermore, Marcuse also insists that the 
“utopian possibilities,” which he advocates, “are inherent in the technical 
and technological forces of advanced capitalism” on the basis of which one 
could “terminate poverty and scarcity within a very foreseeable future” 
(ibid., 4). Just as Macpherson hypostatized that the question of “material 
revenue” is now obsolete and therefore we must concern ourselves, instead, 
with the difficulties of “immaterial revenue,” Marcuse asserts that “the 
question is no longer: how can the individual satisfy his own needs without 
hurting others, but rather: how can he satisfy his needs without hurting 
himself” (ibid.). 

Given such assumptions, Marcuse ends up with a picture that closely 
resembles the technologically premised postulates of John Maynard 
Keynes noted above. These are Marcuse’s words: 
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Is such a change in the “nature” of man conceivable? I believe so, because 
technical progress has reached a stage in which reality no longer need be 
defined by the debilitating competition for social survival and advance¬ 
ment. The more these technical capacities outgrow the framework of 
exploitation within which they continue to be confined and abused, the 
more they propel the drives and aspirations of men to a point at which the 
necessities of life cease to demand the aggressive performances of “earning a 
living,” and the “nonnecessary” becomes a vital need. [Ibid., 5] 

Thus, similarly to the Keynesian diagnosis, a radical change in “human 
nature” is postulated. And just like in Keynes, no indication is given how 
such change might actually come about. Only that “this qualitative change 
must occur in the needs, in the infrastructure of man” (ibid., 4), to the point 
that the stipulated moral “ought” of “the rebellion would then have taken 
root in the very nature, the ‘biology’ of the individual” (ibid., 5), establish¬ 
ing in the “organism” itself “the instinctual basis for freedom” (ibid., 4) and 
“the biological need for freedom” (ibid., 100). 

35. Worsley, The Three Worlds, 32. 

36. Keynes presents an almost unbelievable rationalization of even British 
colonial plundering in terms of “compound interest.” This is how he 
argues his case in “Economic Possibilities for Our Grandchildren” ( Essays 
in Persuasion, 361-62): 

The value of British foreign investments today is estimated at about 
£4,000,000,000. This yields us an income at the rate of about 6 and 1/2 
per cent. Half of this we bring home and enjoy; the other half, namely 3 
and 1/4 per cent, we leave to accumulate abroad at compound interest. 
Something of this sort has now been going on for about 250 years. For I 
trace the beginnings of British foreign investment to the treasure which 
Drake stole from Spain in 1580. [Which is fine, of course, since Spain 
stole it from her colonies.] .. . Queen Elizabeth found herself with about 
£40,000 in hand. This she invested in the Levant Company—which pros¬ 
pered. Out of the profits of the Levant Company, die East India Company 
was founded; and the profits of this great enterprise were the foundation 
of England’s subsequent foreign investment. Now it happens that 
£40,000 accumulating at 3 and 1/4 per cent compound interest approxi¬ 
mately corresponds to the actual volume of England’s foreign investments 
at various dates, and would actually amount today to the total of 
£4,000,000,000 which I have already quoted as being what our foreign 
investments now are. Thus every £1 which Drake brought home in 1580 
has now become £ 100,000. Such is the power of compound interest. 

37. Karl Marx, Capital, Foreign Languages Publishing House, Moscow, 1959, 
3:773. 

38. Ibid., 773-74. 

39. The term often used by Marx, Staatswesen —rather than simply “ Staatf or 
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“state”—approximately translatable as “state-matter,” refers to a number of 
specific functions exercised by the state institutions that articulate the 
material relations of sovereignty and dependence in a political form. Many 
of these functions are absolutely vital to the process of social reproduction, 
but by no means in the form which they assume in class societies. Thus the 
project of socialist transformation is defined by Marx in this respect as the 
restitution of the vital metabolic functions of separate Staatswesen to the 
social body itself, thereby superseding their alienated character. 

40. See the passage quoted above in Marx’s Grundrisse, 86-87. 

41. Ibid., 88. 

42. The emergence of Fascism out of the crisis of liberal-democratic capitalism 
in Italy and Germany speaks for itself in this respect,just as in 1973 the vio¬ 
lent destruction of Allende’s democratic regime in Chile, or the conspira¬ 
torial attempt by none other than the president of the Italian Republic, 
Pietro Segni—supposedly the custodian of the constitution—to overthrow 
the “constitutional republic,” or indeed a little later yet another attempt, 
with the same objective in mind, by prime minister Tambroni failed not for 
want of trying hard enough but thanks to the successffil mobilization of the 
popular forces. Less well known but equally serious in its overall impact 
was the destruction of militant trade unionism in the United States with the 
help of armed violence, supported by the state institutions not only in the 
form of closing both eyes to the lawless acts of private armies but in the 
direct intervention of law-enforcing agencies themselves in the struggle to 
suppress all radical opposition to the rule of capital. 

Anti-trade union legislation in Britain under Margaret Thatcher only 
followed well-established tradition for creating an up-to-date framework in 
which the “full might of the law” can be “legitimately” exercised against 
labor in the event of crisis and confrontation, as the weapons used against 
the miners in their one-year-long strike clearly demonstrated. A more 
recent case, that of press magnate Rupert Murdoch and his self-metamor¬ 
phosing companies against the printers’ unions, highlighted the oppressive 
character of the law devised to facilitate the performance of the “vanish ing 
capitalist'” trick for the purpose of emasculating the trade union movement. 
The point is that, thanks to the law in question, capitalists engaged in a 
trade union dispute can now “disappear” through the convenient device of 
a legal fiction, and reappear at once in a suitably transubstantiated form— 
under a different business name; the same capitalists, confronting the same 
workers —whereupon the formerly legitimate trade union dispute of the 
workers suddenly becomes unlawful, so that the full might of the law can 
be turned against them. Thus, institutionalized and legally enforced vio¬ 
lence is only the other side of the coin of “explicit law” as such. 

We must also notice here that the vanishing capitalist trick, performed 
with the active complicity of the law, is only the “legal” adaptation of the 
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long-established and widespread material practice of capitalist fraudu- 
lence—the normality of capitalist “civil society”—to the regulatory require¬ 
ments of changing class relations in the sphere of politics. For there is an 
obvious structural homology between the legal fiction that allows capitalist 
enterprises to “go out of existence” in order to reappear almost instantly— 
under a new name, with the same “actors” pulling the strings of continued 
exploitation, sometimes openly, sometimes only from the background— 
and then, thanks to their fictitious reconstitution, be conveniently freed in 
the eyes of the law from their former material liabilities and legal obliga¬ 
tions. Thus the primacy of the material base asserts itself also on this ter¬ 
rain, producing legislative devices for political domination on the model of 
ubiquitous capitalist material structures. 

43. Lenin’s legendary sense of realism would never allow him to offer explana¬ 
tions on the model of “the revolution betrayed.” Yet even he had to face 
some insurmountable dilemmas with regard to the relationship between 
post-revolutionary state power and the associated producers in his recom¬ 
mendations concerning what he called “the central distribution of labor- 
power.” For a discussion of these problems see my essay on “Political 
Power and Dissent in Postrevolutionary Societies,” New Left Review 108 
(March-April 1978): esp. 4-17 (repr. in part 4 of Beyond Capital). 

44. H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills, eds., From Weber: Essays in Sociology, 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1948, 299. As usual, Weber turns 
everything upside down. For it would be much more correct to say that the 
objective needs of the modern capitalist state give birth to its class-con¬ 
scious army of jurists, rather than the other way around, as Weber claims, 
with mechanical one-sidedness. Besides, Weber’s curious followers—some 
of them former “vulgar Marxists”—fail to notice that their newfound idol 
uses the idealist version of the selfsame “obstetric metaphor” for which 
they castigate Marx. 

Of course, in reality we must speak also in this respect of a dialectical 
reciprocity, and not of a one-sided determination. But we must also recall 
that it is not possible to make more than tautological sense of such reciproc¬ 
ity unless we recognize—something that Weber cannot do, because of his 
far from neutral ideological allegiances—that the “ uebergreifendes Moment ” 
in this relationship between the ever more powerful capitalist state (with all 
its material needs and determinations) and the “jurists” happens to be the 
former, notwithstanding the Weberian-type rationalizations that hyposta- 
tize the heroic birth pangs and “fiercely independent” deliveries of “legal 
brains.” 

45. See Marcuse, Die Permanenz der Kunst , Carl Hanser Verlag, Munich, 
1977; in English: The Aesthetic Dimension, Macmillan, London, 1979. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Material Transformations and 
Ideological Forms 


4.1 Historical Conditions and Limits of “Free Spiritual Production” 

It might come as a surprise to Marx’s detractors that he should entertain 
the notion of “free spiritual production” even for a moment. Yet he force¬ 
fully argues in Theories of Surplus-Value: 

The distinction between productive labours and unproductive labours is 
of decisive importance for what Smith was considering: the production 
of material wealth, and in fact one definite form of that production, the 
capitalist mode of production. In spiritual production another kind of 
labour appears as productive. But Smith does not take it into considera¬ 
tion. Finally, the interaction and the inner connection between the two 
kinds of production also do not fall within the field he is considering; 
moreover, they can only lead to something more than empty phrases 
when material production is examined in its own form. Insofar as he 
speaks of workers who are not directly productive, this is only to the 
extent that they participate directly in the consumption of material wealth 
but not in its production. 
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With Storch himself the theory of civilisation does not get beyond triv¬ 
ial phrases, although some ingenious observations slip in here and 
there—for example, that the material division of labour is the pre-condi¬ 
tion for the division of intellectual labour. How much it was inevitable 
that Storch could not get beyond trivial phrases, how little he had even 
formulated for himself the task, let alone its solution, is apparent from one 
single circumstance. In order to examine the connection between spiri¬ 
tual production and material production it is above all necessary to grasp 
the latter itself not as a general category but in definite historical form. 
Thus, for example, different kinds of spiritual production correspond to 
the capitalist mode of production and to the mode of production of the 
Middle Ages. If material production itself is not conceived in its specific 
historical form, it is impossible to understand what is specific in the spir¬ 
itual production corresponding to it and the reciprocal influence of one 
on the other. Otherwise one cannot get beyond inanities. This because of 
the talk about “civilisation.” 

Further: from the specific form of material production arises in the first 
place a specific structure of society, in the second place a specific relation of 
men to nature. Their State [ Staatswesen ] and their spiritual outlook is 
determined by both. Therefore also the kind of their spiritual production. 

Finally, by spiritual production Storch means also all kinds of profes¬ 
sional activities of the ruling class, who carry out social functions as a 
trade. The existence of these strata, like the function they perform, can 
only be understood from the specif ic historical structure of their produc¬ 
tion relations. 

Because Storch does not conceive material production itself histori¬ 
cally —because he conceives it as production of material goods in general, 
not as a definite historically developed and specific form of this production— 
he deprives himself of the basis on which alone can be understood paitly the 
ideological component parts of the riding class, partly the free spiritual pro¬ 
duction of this particular social formation. He cannot get beyond meaning¬ 
less general phrases. Consequently, the relation is not so simple as he pre¬ 
supposes. For instance, capitalist production is hostile to certain branches of 
spiritual production, for example, art and poetry. If this is left out of account, 
it opens the way to the illusion of the French in the eighteenth century 
which has been so beautifully satirised by Lessing. Because we are further 
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ahead than the ancients in mechanics, etc., why should not we be able to 
make an epic too? And the Henriade in place of the Iliad! l 

Several important considerations arise in this passage: 

I. The “inner connection” and “interaction” (or “reciprocal influence”) 
of the two basic kinds of production: “material production” and 
“spiritual production.” 

II. To grasp the determinate historical character (or “specific historical 
form”) of the different modes of production (e.g., capitalist in contrast 
to that of the Middle Ages) is a vital condition for understanding the 
nature of the different kinds of spiritual production which co rrespond 
to any given mode of material production. (Such “correspondence” 
must be understood, of course, in the sense of an active reciprocity — 
as emphasized in point (I.)—whose terms of reference must be further 
defined, with all the necessary dialectical qualifications.) 

III. Any given form of material production articulates itself as: 

1) a specific social structure (or “structure of society,” i.e., a historically 
specific relationship of human beings to other human beings ); and 

2) a specific relation of human beings to nature (corresponding to the 
various constraints of their productive forces and of their struc¬ 
turally secured relationship among themselves). 

These two together determine: 

a) their State, as Staatswesen (or the “legal and political superstruc¬ 
ture,” as the 1859 “Preface” puts it); 

b) their “spiritual outlook” (or ideas); and 

c) their “spiritual production” (which is the concrete articulation 
and embodiment of those ideas, the historically specific “dis- 
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courses from moral and political discourse to art and literature, 
in accordance with the specific characteristics of the instruments 
and institutional forms employed in the process of this “spiritual 
production”). 

For the sake of greater precision, it is necessary to stress here—before 
moving on to (IV)—that the 1859 “Preface” speaks of a determinate “ eco¬ 
nomic structure” that stands for the “totality of the relations of produc¬ 
tion.” The “ economic structure ’/‘totality of the relations of production” in 
its turn “corresponds” to the given degree of development of the material 
productive forces upon which the legal and political superstructure is 
erected, together with “definite forms of social consciousness,” again in a 
relationship of dialectical correspondence and reciprocity. Thus the 
1859 “Preface” subsumes a set of complex relationships under the term 
“economic structure,” for the sake of brevity and simplicity. This must be 
constantly borne in mind if we are to do justice to Marx’s dialectical con¬ 
ception of the relationship of “material base” and “superstructure,” with 
their manifold aspects and active “reciprocities,” together with their 
highly complex “correspondences” which are often reduced even in sym¬ 
pathetic Marxology, not to mention its broadly promoted hostile varieties, 
to some mechanical “one-to-one correspondence” between the economy 
and the crudely/mechanically determined ideas. 

By contrast, the essential terms of reference in this regard are: 

1) the historically specific material productive forces; 

2) the equally specific “ structure of society”; 

3) the historically prevalent (i.e., determinate, “historically developed 
and specific”) relationship of human beings to nature; 

4) the “specific historical structure of the production relations”; 

5) the “economic structure” of society (or “the real foundation”): a term 

which, in fact, summarizes the first four complexes; 
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6) the legal and political superstructure (summarily presented at times as 

the state, or Staatswesen)-, 

7) the historically determinate and changing “spiritual outlook” (geistige 
Anschauung) of human beings, which includes the conceptualization 
of their relationship to nature; 

8) the different kinds and modes of “spiritual production” (geistige 
Produktion)\ 

9) the “definite forms of social consciousness” in their historical speci¬ 
ficity as well as in their detailed articulation, under determinate histor¬ 
ical conditions, as conflicting forms of ideology. 

Again, number (9) may be considered a summary of (7) and (8) in that 
the determinate “forms of social consciousness” incorporate the histori¬ 
cally feasible varieties of “spiritual outlook” (or “worldview”) in terms of 
which the opposing classes of people fight out their conflicts, in accor¬ 
dance with, and with the help of, the available instruments and insti¬ 
tutions of “spiritual production.” 

IV. A firm distinction is drawn between the “ideological component parts 
of the ruling class” and the “free spiritual production of a particular 
social formation.” The latter indicates the relevant limits both in a 
positive and in a negative sense: 

a) Positively it marks the objective potentialities of the social forma¬ 
tion in question—its genuine achievements in the field of spiritual 
production toward a greater degree of freedom and correspon¬ 
ding intellectual insight, as compared to that of a previous social 
formation, on the basis of the advancing attainments of the new 
formations in the field of material production and the practical 
understanding of nature—which are available also to the intellec¬ 
tual interpreters of the ruling class, irrespective of the prevailing 
material interests. 
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b) Negatively it indicates some characteristic limitations of the social 
formation as a whole, irrespective of the class situation and ideo¬ 
logical position of the intellectuals involved. Hence the reference 
to capitalism as such being “hostile to art and poetry” in general, 
rather than taking them to a higher degree of development in line 
with the productive achievements of the material base, frustrating 
thus the attempts of Voltaire and others to produce great epic 
poetry on the soil of a social formation that objectively opposes 
such attempts, whoever might be the artist involved. 

V. The expression “ ideological component parts of the ruling class” 
needs further qualifications. For it cannot be simply assumed that the 
limits arising from the class determinations themselves remain—for 
better or worse—the same throughout history. Nor indeed that one 
should be able to speak of some unilinear development with regard 
to the potentialities and necessary limitations of “ruling class con¬ 
sciousness,” mechanically parallel to the fact that the class assumes an 
increasingly parasitic position in the structure of production. 

First of all, therefore, an important distinction must be made between 
different phases of development of the same social formation. Accordingly, 
a few pages further on in Theories of Surplus-Value 2 Marx contrasts the 
contemporary spokesmen (calling them “mouthpieces”) of the ruling 
class to their “interpreters” at an earlier phase of development. With ref¬ 
erence to Nassau Senior and others he writes: 

These insipid literary flourishes used by these fellows when they 
polemise against Adam Smith show only that they are representatives of 
the “educated capitalist,” while Smith was the interpreter of the frankly 
brutal bourgeois upstart. The educated bourgeois and his mouthpiece 
are both so stupid that they measure the effect of every activity by its 
effect on the purse. On the other hand, they are so educated that they 
grant recognition even to functions and activities that have nothing to do 
with the production of wealth; and indeed they grant them recognition 
because they too “indirectly” increase, etc., their wealth, in a word, fulfil 
a “useful” function for wealth. 3 
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The value of such apologetic and often merely tautological “theories,” 
based on arbitrary assumptions, is no more than the self-serving rational¬ 
ization and the blatant ideological justification of the given state of affairs. 
The political economists here referred to unquestioningly justify the pre¬ 
vailing mode of socioeconomic and cultural interchange as the only feasi¬ 
ble one, together with their own participation in it as the necessary 
“superstructure of ideological strata, whose activity— whether good or 
bad —is good, because it is necessary .” 4 

At the same time, the complexity of these interrelations clearly warns 
us against any attempted explanation in the form of reductionism. The 
complexity which must be acknowledged manifests itself also in the sense 
that at a historically more progressive or less crisis-prone stage of society 
the level of ruling-class consciousness is by no means ipso facto higher. 
Indeed, the exact opposite may be the case under determinate historical 
circumstances. Thus, in the midst of the great turmoil of the French 
Revolution, for instance, the bourgeoisie has a powerful motivation, and 
also a relative justification, for presenting its own interests as the “general 
interest” of society. This kind of misrepresentation of the real state of 
affairs—paradoxically not only not despite but, on the contrary, precisely 
thanks to the obvious “false consciousness” involved in it—is one of the 
most important factors in the success of the bourgeoisie under the then 
prevailing historical circumstances. 

In a more general sense, a situation of crisis does not necessarily carry 
with it a decrease in the level of ruling-class consciousness. For, as regards 
the bourgeoisie, for instance, under normal circumstances “capital has no 
awareness whatever of the nature of its process of realization, and has an 
interest in having an awareness of it only in times of crisis ” 5 Thus, under 
the impact of the crisis—but, obviously, depending on the exact nature of 
the crisis in question (which must be always concretely grasped in its 
socio-historical specificity)—the ruling class’s degree of self-awareness 
may indeed be heightened, rather than diminished, thereby strengthening 
the efficacy of its rule, instead of immediately undermining it. 

By the same token, as regards labor on the other side of the irrecon¬ 
cilable social divide, it would be thoroughly naive, to say the least, to 
expect a dramatic intensification of combative working-class conscious¬ 
ness under the immediate impact of the crisis itself. For under such cir- 
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cumstances there is a tendency to follow “the line of least resistance,” 
instead of embarking on the perilous journey on the uncharted territory 
that must be traversed by capital’s hegemonic antagonist in the direction 
of the radical alternative order. Indeed, the institutionally/organiza¬ 
tionally conditioned and constraining actual political trends, because of 
the historically still prevailing relation of forces strongly in capital’s favor, 
may induce the representatives of labor to move in the opposite direction, 
becoming thereby responsible for a counterproductive retreat from the 
required militant position, as we have seen in the recent past. 

The weighty implications of these conditions, especially if taken in 
conjunction with one another—that is to say, by adding the improved 
effectiveness of the ruling class’s control of society as a result of its 
increased self-awareness and greater sense of reality to the negative con¬ 
sequences of “following the line of least resistance” by capital’s historic 
adversary, labor, under the pressure of the unfolding crisis—must be obvi¬ 
ous for the elaboration of revolutionary strategies. 

Naturally, the objective historical conditions of free spiritual production 
cannot be bypassed or disregarded by any thinker or creative artist. This 
is so no matter at how advanced a stage of societal development they may 
appear in the overall course of historical development, and of course also 
quite irrespective of how progressive a stance they may assume as respon¬ 
sible individuals in relation to the fundamental social antagonisms of the 
particular social formation of which they are active participants, together 
with those at the most conservative end of the conflicting value- 
determinations of the established order in all class societies. 

In this sense, being situated at a more advanced historical stage does 
not give to a thinker or to a creative artist, ipso facto, any a prioristic guar¬ 
antee of a more viable and lasting intellectual achievement. Even putting 
aside the negative consideration mentioned by Marx, namely that “capi¬ 
talist production is hostile to certain branches of sp iritual production , for 
example, art and poetry,” the question remains: What can he or she 
actively make of the available conditions of free spiritual production, 
whatever they might be under the given historical circumstances in their 
innermost character? Lukacs’s famous comparison of the “mighty ele¬ 
phant of the plain” (be that a Goethe or a Balzac of the capitalist social for- 
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mation) with the “rabbit at the high plateau” of a socialist society—a com¬ 
parison for which he had been sharply taken to task by his Stalinist crit¬ 
ics—tried to encapsulate both the general social and the creative personal 
dimensions of this relationship. 

The important correlation in this context is that in the actually existing 
world no one can really avoid assuming a determinate position with regard 
to the dominant societal interests—which in all class societies are 
inevitably value-laden class interests and corresponding conflicts—no 
matter to what extent they may continue to nourish the well-known illu¬ 
sions of “value-neutrality” about the position they actively make their own. 
At the same time, though, they cannot claim exemption from the implica¬ 
tions their adopted position objectively carries, be they conscious of such 
implications or not, for the unfolding social and historical development. 

Understandably, there is a major difference in this respect between the 
political economists of the great Scottish Enlightenment tradition (like 
Adam Smith) and the vulgar economists of the capital system’s descend¬ 
ing phase of historical development sarcastically criticized by Marx. The 
latter presume for themselves as thinkers, as well as for the exploitative 
economic order of their society, which they do not hesitate to idealize for 
a moment, that the object of their boundless admiration could not be 
questioned at all, because “whether it was considered good or bad,” it had 
to be “good, because it was necessary.” That kind of self-identification of 
the thinkers concerned with the blindly accepted “necessity” of the estab¬ 
lished order’s structural determinations, as self-evidently good, repre¬ 
sented the crudest form of social apologetics. In its theoretical formula¬ 
tion it was hopelessly defective not only on account of conferring positive 
value on the most problematical, even destructive, aspects and antagonis¬ 
tic contradictions of societal reproduction, but also with regard to its shal¬ 
lowest notion of “necessity.” 

Nevertheless, not only the vulgar economists but even such outstan¬ 
ding intellectual figures of the bourgeoisie who conceptualized the world 
from capital’s vantage point at their system’s ascending phase of develop¬ 
ment, like Kant, Adam Smith, and Hegel, showed their inclination to 
equate what they considered commendable, despite its problematical and 
even most iniquitous character, with some kind of necessity. And the 
necessity stipulated by them ranged from what they called natural neces- 
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sity to that of the claimed Divine Providence, and even the necessity pred¬ 
icated by the Absolute Reason of the Hegelian World Spirit. In this way 
Kant could openly justify the most iniquitous social relations on the stip¬ 
ulated ground that human beings were made from “crooked timber,” as 
ordained by Nature’s Lawgiver , 6 while Adam Smith could see no diffi¬ 
culty about asserting that the socioeconomic order of capital, as benevo¬ 
lently guided by the “invisible hand” in its mysterious work for the good 
of every individual in society, constituted nothing less than “the natural 
system of perfect liberty and justice .” 7 

The same problem appeared in the Hegelian philosophy, even if in a 
more complicated form, due to the much greater social and political 
upheavals of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars under the 
circumstances of which that philosophy was conceived. For Hegel, on the 
one hand, was perfectly willing to stress that it was “just as absurd to 
fancy that a philosophy can transcend its contemporary world as it is to 
fancy that an individual can overleap his own age, jump over Rhodes .” 8 
On the other hand, however, he could easily reconcile this genuinely his¬ 
torical view with his absolutized reconciliatory philosophical postulate 
according to which “what is rational is actual and what is actual is 
rational ,” 9 Thus the interest of reconciliation in the end had to prevail. 
As a result, in Hegel’s speculative philosophical universe the historical 
dimension of human affairs, including the actual conditions of free spiri¬ 
tual production, had to be obliterated by the self-enclosed determinations 
of the World Spirit’s “eternal present” temporality, as conceived from 
capital’s incurably eternalizing vantage point shared by Hegel with even 
the greatest figures of classical political economy. In this way the histori¬ 
cal process could be proclaimed by Hegel to be “the true Theodicaea, the 
justification of God in History ,” 10 closely linked to the equally absolutized 
and timeless characterization of the political domain as “the true reconcil¬ 
iation which discloses the State as the image and actuality ot Reason .” 11 

The fundamental difference between the outstanding intellectual fig¬ 
ures of the bourgeoisie and the vulgar political economists of capital’s 
descending phase of development is that the latter must “measure the 
effect of every activity by its effect on the purse .” 12 That is what decides in 
their view everything, in conformity to the self-serving rules of crass 
social apologetics. 
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In Hegel’s conceptualization of the world the religious imagery, as 
Theodicaea, in its affinity with his monumental vision of the World Spirit 
and the Absolute Mind, was perfectly genuine. It was an integral part of 
presenting the dialectical progression from the Oriental world to the pro¬ 
jected permanence of the Germanic present (which included in his con¬ 
ception the successfully colonizing English), with its climax in the 
“Protestant principle” and its “Rational State.” But by the time we 
reached our own historical circumstances, with Hayek—appropriately 
Margaret Thatcher’s guru and “Companion of Honor”—as one of the 
grotesquely idealized mouthpieces of the established order, even the 
potentiality of religion had to be measured by its feared “effect on the cap¬ 
italist purse,” though hypocritically wrapped up as a parcel of pretended 
“concern” for the people that directly contradicted Hayek’s principal 
political economic tenets of callous disregard for their plight. Thus he 
condemned liberation theology—just as Pope John Paul the Second did, 
together with his “Defender of the Faith ,” 13 Cardinal Ratzinger (who 
tellingly became his successor as Pope Benedict the Sixteenth)—in this 
way: “ ‘ liberation theology ’ may fuse with nationalism to produce a power¬ 
ful religion with disastrous consequences for people already in dire eco¬ 
nomic straits .” 14 At the same time, not surprisingly, Hayek kept the secret 
to himself. How could it be held tenable to glorify the capital system in 
the way he did—as the best conceivable “extended economic order”—in 
which in his view the overwhelming majority of the people found them¬ 
selves “already in dire economic straits.” Nor could Hayek restrain him¬ 
self from yet another boundless glorification of the ruling order by ans¬ 
wering his own rhetorical question directed against the working people, 
who find themselves truly “in dire economic straits” all over the world, in 
this blatantly capital-apologetic way: “If we ask what men most owe to the 
moral practices of those who are called capitalists the answer is: their very 
lives. . . . Although these folk may feel 15 exploited, and politicians may 
arouse and play on these feelings to gain power, most of the Western pro¬ 
letariat, and most of the millions of the develop ing world, owe their exis¬ 
tence to the opportunities that advanced countries have created for 
them .” 16 No wonder that his high-ranking politician pupil, British prime 
minister Margaret Thatcher, responded in Hayek’s spirit to a major crisis 
of the British capital system in this way: “We had to fight the enemy with- 
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out in the Falklands. We always have to be aware of the enemy within, 
which is more dangerous to liberty .” 17 

To be sure, the crudely apologetic way of bringing up to date in our 
time the ideological forms in the interest of capital’s continued rule over 
society, in the spirit of aggressively reactionary “neoliberalism,” corres¬ 
ponds to the material transformations accomplished in the last few 
decades, well in tune with the established social metabolic order‘s deep¬ 
ening structural crisis. But irrespective of that, when we consider the cap¬ 
ital system in its entirety we find in this regard a major problem that can¬ 
not be satisfactorily resolved even by the greatest bourgeois thinkers of 
the more distant past. It concerns the way in which necessity in general is 
conceived—and must be conceived —from capital’s vantage point even at 
the most progressive phase of the system’s development. 

The radical novelty and emancipatory character of the Marxian con¬ 
ception is striking in this respect. The contrast of Marx‘s views on the via¬ 
bility of human intervention in the historic process, as compared with the 
position assumed by even the outstanding thinkers of the Enlightenment, 
concerning the crucial issue of how one must visualize necessity and its 
relevance to actual societal development, is absolutely fundamental. This 
is a seminal issue because so much else depends on it in all theories, 
whether formulated from the vantage point of capital or from the perspec¬ 
tive of its hegemonic alternative. It is all the more important because 
assuming a reconciliatory position, in the name of some kind of (fre¬ 
quently ambiguous) absolutized conception of necessity—whether it is 
postulated as “natural necessity” (as for instance in the political economy 
of Adam Smith) or as a speculative kind (as in Kant and Hegel)—may very 
well be associated with an explicit claim to the realization of freedom. 
And that carries with it a tendency to trap in a conceptual maze the unsus¬ 
pecting reader, who is conditioned by the dominant ideologies to react 
with automatic consent to the very mention of the words “freedom” and 
“liberty,” no matter how shaky the ground on which they rest. At the same 
time, the Marxian conception, which evaluates the thorny issue of neces¬ 
sity in a thoroughly emancipatory way, in its practically vital and histori¬ 
cally changing context, is dismissed—sometimes as a result of genuine 
theoretical disorientation and ignorance, but more often than not through 
hostile ideological misrepresentation—with the labels of “mechanical 
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determinism” and “economic determinism.” Yet nothing could be further 
off the intended target than such dismissal. For no thinker in all history 
has formulated a more liberating view of the complex issues concerned 
with the assessment of necessity than Marx. He did that in his profoundly 
dialectical approach to the subject, not only by giving their proper weight 
to the objective determinations manifest in both natural and historical 
necessity, but also by putting those determinations in historical perspec¬ 
tive without which they could have only a most distorted sense. That is 
how Marx could lay the theoretical foundation to what he passionately 
advocated and called “the realm of freedom.” 

The problematical conceptions of necessity we find in the writings of 
the major figures of bourgeois political economy and philosophy can be 
summed up by stressing, on the one hand, that they tend to conflate nat¬ 
ural and historical necessity, and, on the other, that they extend the valid¬ 
ity of these concepts well beyond the limits to which they could be legit¬ 
imately applied. And they formulate such theories in conjunction with a 
purely individualistic explanation offered to the conflicts perceived in 
what they call “civil society.” Conflicts that are decreed by them to be 
directly attributable to “human nature,” or to some other form of alleged 
necessity. That is how the conflation of a historically determined mode of 
human behavior (the “egotism” of the individuals in “civil society”) with 
the pretended “natural necessity” of arbitrarily and fallaciously stipulated 
unalterable “human nature” is eternalized and fulfills in such concep¬ 
tions its revealing ideological function. 

In this way some of the thinkers here referred to almost completely 
block out from view—while others obliterate altogether—the irreconcil¬ 
able structural antagonisms of the social metabolic order they represent 
from capital’s vantage point. Moreover, the tendentious theoretical confla¬ 
tion we find in their theories is by no means confined to natural and his¬ 
torical necessity. It is closely connected with other instances of illegiti¬ 
mately merging into one another some clearly distinguishable concepts of 
key importance in the functioning of the established mode of societal 
reproduction . 18 This is done in the service of the same cause of conflict- 
attenuation and the transfiguration of the capital system’s structural anta¬ 
gonisms, which is of course ideologically understandable (even if very far 
from justifiable) in theories formulated from the standpoint of capital. In 
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this way the strong impression of stability is created in all such theories 
on account of the purely individualistic, and consequently in principle 
with relative ease reconcilable, conflicts of the individuals in “civil soci¬ 
ety,” as we find them in the conceptions formulated from the standpoint 
of capital directly linked to, and fully sanctioned by, the envisaged “nat¬ 
ural system”—or by “Divine Providence,” by “Nature’s Lawgiver,” by the 
“World Spirit,” and the like, establishing thereby the timeless validity and 
permanence of capital’s social metabolic order of reproduction on a 
“rationally unquestionable” basis. 

Naturally, Marx’s approach to the same problems could not have been 
more different, from the very beginning. As an acute observer and partic¬ 
ipant in the Europe-wide unfolding social and political conflicts of his 
time, he was interested in a radical change to the established iniquitous 
societal order. Thus he subjected to a far-reaching critical scrutiny every 
constituent of the complex relations involved in maintaining, despite its 
explosive structural antagonisms, the ruling order in his analyses. He did 
that so as to be able to identify the leverage that had to be grasped in order 
to accomplish the required change. 

Understandably in this sense, the question of historical genesis had to 
be at the forefront of his attention, in view of its great theoretical and prac¬ 
tical relevance. For it was totally unthinkable to find a viable solution to 
the pressing issue of how to intervene in the actual historic process unless 
one could give proper weight to the material and intellectual forces that 
confronted one another—including by that time the first articulation of 
labor as capital’s promising structural antagonist—in the political turmoil 
of the early 1840s, when Marx began to formulate his new conception. 

A fixed view of natural necessity and its corresponding “human 
nature,” which constituted the helpful crutch and the self-serving preju¬ 
dice of some important theories of the past, could have been only a mill¬ 
stone around the neck of a revolutionary thinker who was looking for sus¬ 
tainable answers under those circumstances. Accordingly, the theory 
advocated by Marx had to be historical through and through, with the 
proposed investigation of the objective and subjective conditions needed 
for the formation of the transfornratory historical agency—the potentially 
revolutionary social subject of organized labour—at the center of it. All of 
his early writings—from the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 
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1844 and The Holy Family to The German Ideology and the Communist 
Manifesto —made that amply clear. This was also the reason why the rad¬ 
ical critique of the theories of “civil society,” with their unreal theoriza¬ 
tions of the purely individual conflicts put into relief both in political 
economy and in philosophy, had to become an integral part of the 
Marxian emancipatory enterprise. Thus the many-sided issue of neces¬ 
sity, natural as well as historical, had to be put in its proper place in this 
new perspective, envisaging the institution of labor’s radically different 
mode of controlling societal reproduction as the hegemonic alternative to 
capital’s established social order. 

Such reassessment of necessity had to be undertaken in part for gaining 
an adequate conception of past historical development, intended by Marx 
as the clear articulation of a deep-rooted dialectical explanation of both nat¬ 
ural and historical determinations in their relationship to the active human 
agency of social development, spelled out by the young German philoso¬ 
pher in sharp contrast to the speculative idealist as well as the mechanical 
materialist doctrines in vogue at the time. But the radical critique of the 
dominant theories had to be pursued above all in order to demonstrate in a 
tangible way the feasibility of a much needed emancipatory strategy for the 
present and the future, unhindered by the paralyzing false conceptions of 
self-servingly assumed natural or speculative metaphysical necessity. The 
concluding essay of Marx’s “Theses on Feuerbach,” written in the spring of 
1845, summed it all up by insisting, “The philosophers have only inter¬ 
preted the world in various ways; the point is to change it.” 19 

In Marx’s dialectical conception every aspect of social life had to be 
explained in terms of its historical genesis and transformations. The self- 
evident point of departure could only be that human beings are an inte¬ 
gral part of nature and therefore must continue to reproduce the condi¬ 
tions of their existence through a productively viable metabolic inter¬ 
change with nature. And the metabolic interchange in question, in order 
to be feasible at all, had to include a socially sustained, even if for a long 
historical period antagonistic, relationship of the human individuals, as 
well as the social groups and classes to which the individuals actually 
belonged, among themselves. 

This vision, concerned not only with the positive prospects but also 
with the potentially destructive limitations of the unfolding historical 
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developments, could not be derived from a totally unexplainable world of 
“natural necessity” and “human nature relying on the mysterious 
“invisible hand” for its viability, as decreed by the political economists, 
nor could it “drop from the womb of self-positing Idea,” 20 as postulated 
by speculative philosophy. Moreover, in view of the immense productive 
and destructive power at the disposal of human beings by the time the 
Marxian conception was formulated, under the conditions of capital’s 
apparently irresistible expansionary drive toward its global integration— 
when talking about “world history” had become meaningful in a most 
tangible sense 21 —it was not only legitimate but also imperative to raise the 
question: For how much longer was it possible for human beings to carry 
on reproducing their conditions of existence in a form of social metabolic 
control characterized by structural antagonisms without putting an end 
to their own history? 22 

The boundless dominance of natural necessity was confined in this 
vision to the most primitive phase of human development, when our 
ancestors, due to their massively uneven confrontation with the forces of 
nature, had to live literally “from hand to mouth,” in accordance with the 
hard-fought satisfaction of the most elementary needs capable of securing 
little more than bare survival. 

One could talk about the first steps in the historical process only in 
conjunction with changing needs. The changes involved in that respect 
amounted to a certain degree of displacement—even if at first only an 
absolutely minimal displacement—of strictly natural determinations. 
However, already in relation to that point in time and circumstance, 
when, looking back on it, is it possible to identify only the satisfaction 
of the most elementary need of bare survival through the interaction of 
human beings with nature, it is necessary to bring into the picture a 
dialectical view of the unfolding changes, which begin to open up the 
road toward their genuine historical development. For “the satisfaction 
of the first need, the action of satisfying and the instrument of satisfac¬ 
tion which has been acquired, leads to new needs; and this creation of 
new needs is the first historical ad.” 23 As to the pertinent question “ Why 
history?f it was answered by saying,“Men have history because they 
must produce their life, and because they must produce it moreover in a 
certain way.” 24 
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This is how the creation of new needs in human history starts to push 
back the boundaries that originally mark the absolute tyranny of natural 
necessity. Such transformation is pursued by progressively displacing nat¬ 
ural necessity through a qualitatively different set of determinations. For 
in the new type of determinations the human agency—this unique part of 
nature whose members are not “genus-individuals” directly merging with 
their species 25 —is actively involved as the subject of history in the proper 
sense of the term. In this way the historical subject begins to set out on the 
immensely long and contradictory road toward its potential self- 
emancipation, thanks to the advancement of productive powers and to 
the “acquisition of instruments” recjuired for the satisfaction of the histor¬ 
ically produced new needs. 

Thus a new form of causality, and a corresponding new kind of 
necessity—that is, by human beings generating historical necessity — 
enters the order of nature via the societal reproductive domain. It is a 
qualitatively different type of causality/necessity that points—far ahead in 
time—to the possibility of full human emancipation. Paradoxically, the 
same type of necessity is also capable of imposing its own kind of tyranny 
on the social individuals, threatening them even with collective self-anni¬ 
hilation, for as long a historical process as they are unable to bring their 
contradictory—at first unavoidable, but with the dramatic advancement 
of humanity’s productive powers less and less justifiable— self-imposed 
necessity under their conscious control. 

The fundamental difference between the original natural necessity 
and this new type of causality is that the former, at the outset of history, 
directly dominates the entire human species. But only at first, in contrast 
to all other natural species of animals which have no way of productively 
mediating the relationship among their particular members, nor their 
relationship to nature as a whole, hence they must always remain genus- 
individuals. Accordingly, their character—which in their case is directly 
conferred upon them by nature—could never be described in the way 
Marx defined “human nature” relevant to his own time, as the ensemble of 
historically changing social relations. For in the animal world everything 
must be regulated by continued natural necessity, even the “perfect archi¬ 
tecture” of the bees. Not so in the case of the human individuals. For 
humans are capable of articulating the vitally important and potentially 
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most emancipatory self-mediation of their relationships among them¬ 
selves and nature at large, as well as among themselves as developing 
social groups and social individuals. 

At the same time, however, human beings are also responsible for the 
hostile discriminatory and structurally/hierarchically imposed— antago¬ 
nistic ?nediation of their reproductive relations among themselves, in the 
form of the alienating second-order mediations they institute and perpet¬ 
uate in all class societies, and by no means only in its capitalist variant. 
What distinguishes the capital system from the earlier reproductive for¬ 
mations is that it introduces and brings to a perverse perfection a histori¬ 
cally specific form of all-embracing antagonistic second-order mediations 
on a fully extendable global scale, with its ultimately unlimited—and 
indeed, for as long as this system remains dominant, unlimitable—dest¬ 
ructive implications on an equally global scale. Moreover, quite under¬ 
standably, in the twofold mediatory relationship between nature and 
human beings in general, on the one hand, and among the class-ordained 
social individuals, on the other, the primacy goes to the latter in a far from 
reassuring way under the historically prevailing circumstances. As a 
result, the antagonistic modality of mediating their reproductive relations 
by the individuals and their social groups among themselves under the 
rule of capital entirely subverts humanity’s vital relationship to nature, 
threatening it with destruction on a monumental scale that fully matches 
the historically acquired devastating powers of human beings, and conse¬ 
quently threatens at the same time humankind as a whole with self- 
destruction. 

However, precisely because the problematically self-imposed neces¬ 
sity that goes with the capital system’s antagonistic second-order media¬ 
tions is historical and not natural necessity, there can be no question of 
fatalistically unsurpassable determinations, as necessity is often falla¬ 
ciously conceptualized in philosophy and political theory. The dynamic 
nature of historical relations is incompatible with any idea of fixity, either 
on the model of natural laws, like the law of gravity, or as projected in the 
form of metaphysical absoluteness, the way we find it depicted in specula¬ 
tive idealist philosophy. 

In the Marxian conception historical necessity is understood in a very 
different way, in virtue of being historical in its innermost determination. 
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Conceived in that way means that historical necessity must be envisaged 
to prevail under the specific conditions that not only define its effective 
power but at the same time also set to it some historically determinate and 
clearly identifiable limits. Consequently, such necessity must leave the 
place once held by it in history when the objective conditions them¬ 
selves—which at some point in time gave rise to it, and which include, of 
course, the (no matter how problematical and throughout the long history 
of class societies antagonistic, but nonetheless always active) contribution 
by the human subject of history—are actually superseded. And of course 
the supersession in question is inconceivable without fully incorporating 
the active contribution (including not only the material but also the “free 
spiritual production”) of the human historical subject. 26 That is the rea¬ 
son why Marx calls this kind of necessity “merely historical necessity,” 
making it also explicit that in due course, in conformity to its changing 
nature considered inherently historical, brought into being by the histor¬ 
ical subject under determinate circumstances, it must become a “ disap¬ 
pearing necessity” (that is, “eine verschwindende Notwendigkeit ”). 
Defining these important issues in the way in which we have seen them 
discussed by Marx—by stressing the role of the dialectic in their interre¬ 
lations in contrast to rigid “naturalistic determinations”—is an integral 
part of the Marxian emancipatory conception of human development, as 
we shall see in greater detail in chapter 5. 

If we now look at the conflation of the concepts of work in general 
with capitalist wage labor, and of the production of use-values necessary 
in all forms of society with the capitalistically dominant exchange-values, 
as mentioned in note 18, we find that with Adam Smith “labor” is in prin¬ 
ciple the source of value only insofar as in the division of labor the surplus 
appears just as much a gift of nature —a natural force of society, as the soil 
is for the Physiocrats. Hence the weight Adam Smith lays on the division 
of labor. Capital, on the other hand, appears to him—because, although 
he defines labor as productive of value, he conceives it as use-value, as 
productivity for itself, as human ?iatural force in general (this distin¬ 
guishes him from the Physiocrats), but not as wage labor, not in its spe¬ 
cific character as formed, in antithesis to capital —not as that which con¬ 
tains wage labor as its “ internal contradiction from its origin.” 27 Similarly, 
Ricardo conceives the relationship of wage labor and capital: 
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“as a natural, not as a historically specific social form . . . just as wealth 
itself, in its exchange-value form, appears as a merely formal media tion of 
its material composition; thus the specific character of bou rgeois wealth is 
not grasped—precisely because it appears there as the adequate form of 
wealth as such.... Instead, he always speaks about distribution of the gen¬ 
eral product of labour and of the soil among the three classes, as if the form 
of wealth based on exchange-value were concerned only with use-value, 
and as if exchange-value were merely a ceremonial form, which vanishes in 
Ricardo just as money as medium of circulation vanishes in exchange.” 28 

Thus by both of these great representatives of bourgeois political 
economy the historically specific is turned into the allegedly “natural,” 
and thereby that which is in reality necessarily transient, in its Marxian 
sense of unavoidably “disappearing necessity,” thanks to the historically 
feasible superseding action of human beings who had brought it upon 
themselves, is given the status of unchallengeable natural necessity. 
Accordingly, in tune with the eternalization of capital’s mode of social 
metabolic control which we find even in the classics of political economy 
who consider their productive order much like the natural order in which 
laws like the law of gravity operate and unalterably prevail, in such a view 
only the gratuitous projection of a—rationally unjustifiable—system of 
societal reproduction, based on a totally different set of natural laws as its 
causal foundation, could offer an (obviously inconceivable) alternative. 

Once a conception of this kind prevails, reifying the historically pro¬ 
duced capitalist system on the model of the natural law of gravity, arbit¬ 
rariness and irresponsibility in the pursuit of productive targets can eas¬ 
ily go with it. Especially when the structural antagonisms of the estab¬ 
lished order assert themselves with ever greater intensity in the descend¬ 
ing phase of capitalist development. When, that is, the originally almost 
unlimited scope for economic growth and capital-accumulation turns out 
to be increasingly more problematical and untenable, due to systemic lim¬ 
itations, and not to some more or less easily remediable conjunctural 
crises. Not surprisingly, therefore, under such circumstances it becomes 
impossible to adopt an appropriate measure —given capital’s profit-ori¬ 
ented self-expansionary drive at all cost, irrespective of the consequen¬ 
ces—which could judge what might be historically viable and sustainable 
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even in the longest run, rather than wasteful and utterly destructive. As a 
result, the once idealized “productive destruction” of the capital system 
tends to impose itself on society in the form of a historically unsustainable 
and ultimately explosive destructive production. 

Putting into relief this perspective, which is tangibly unfolding before 
our eyes, is by no means an unjustifiable “leveling down” objection that 
would tend to hem in the productive potentialities of human beings. Far 
from it. For productive advancement is considered a positive value in 
socialist theory, provided that it arises from a humanly meaningful and 
historically viable ground. Marx made that very clear in his discussion of 
“luxury” and “naturally necessary.” This is how he put it: 

Luxury is the opposite of naturally necessary. Necessary needs are those 
of the individual himself reduced to a natural subject. The development 
of industry suspends this natural necessity as well as this former luxury— 
in bourgeois society, it is true, it does so only in antithetical form,. 2 ® 

Clearly, then, in view of the fact that in the course of socioeconomic 
development the “luxury” of a more backward stage of production is 
turned into a normal and even necessary object of “productive consump¬ 
tion,” thereby potentially stimulating further development, the real issue 
is the imperative to overcome the antithetical form in which productivity 
unfolds under the rule of capital, and not the restriction of positive and 
humanly enriching productive potentialities. 

However, if an appropriate measure of evaluation for the viability of 
productive activity is missing, since it cannot be instituted in the form of 
consciously planned productive targets based on genuine human needs, 30 
in that case wastefulness is bound to run riot, as we experience it today, 
multiplying scarcity in the most absurd way by means of the vicious circle 
created between scarcity and waste, instead of progressively consigning to 
the past scarcity as such. 

Indeed, we should not forget that the imposition of that vicious circle 
in our existing reproductive order is not confined to what is routinely dis¬ 
carded by the everyday life of the “throw-away society” of every capitalis¬ 
tically advanced country, due to the irrational pursuit of the mindlessly 
profit-oriented decreasing rate of utilization in production no less than in 
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consumption. It embraces the directly destructive purposes to which the 
natural and social resources are being put, affecting humanity as a whole, 
on a frightening scale, including the two world wars of the twentieth cen¬ 
tury and the genocidal wars of our own time, as we know it only too well 
from actual historical experience. 

Naturally, it is not difficult to visualize the negative impact of such 
destructive practices on intellectual and political developments. Such 
practices prevail under our particularly grave historical circumstances, 
when the need for consciously facing up to these perilous changes, by 
mobilizing also the potential emancipatory resources of “free spiritual 
production” at our disposal, is obviously greater than ever before. 
However, that kind of conscious intervention in the unfolding historical 
process would be possible only if the various forces and relations involved 
in it could be grasped in their proper perspective. And that would require 
addressing the issues within the framework of their complex dialectical 
interdeterminations. 

Understandably in this sense, the nature of “free spiritual produc¬ 
tion” can only be made intelligible at all in its close relationship to the 
actual historical conditions and their underlying material transformations 
in any social formation whatsoever. For the historical conditions in ques¬ 
tion also set the specific limits within which “free spiritual production” 
itself becomes feasible and practicable. 

Thus, if for some weighty ideological reasons, arising from the now 
dominant system of social antagonisms, the actual correlations and com¬ 
plex interdeterminations are ignored or tendentiously distorted in the 
theories conceived from the vantage point of capital, in that case the his¬ 
torically specific is bound to be transformed into a timeless absolute. And 
in that respect it makes no difference at all whether the postulated 
absolute is justified in the name of a proclaimed “natural order” or of a 
speculative metaphysical kind, as we had the opportunity to see above in 
some of their distinct varieties, and indeed even in the writings of some of 
the greatest figures of classical political economy and philosophy. What 
really matters is that the capital-eternalizing transfiguration of the histori¬ 
cally specific into a timeless absolute inevitably carries with it far-reach¬ 
ing implications both for theory and for the relevant socioeconomic and 
political practice. 
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For that reason it is important to bear in mind Marx’s words accord¬ 
ing to which “if labour as wage-labour is taken as the point of depar¬ 
ture”—as, of course, it must be taken from capital’s self-serving stand¬ 
point—“so that the identity of labour in general with wage-labour appears 
to be self-evident, then capital and monopolized land must also appear as 
the natural form of the conditions of labour in relation to labour in gen¬ 
eral. To be capital, then, appears as the natural form of the means of 
labour and thereby as the purely real character arising from their function 
in the labour-process in general.” 31 

Here the issue is not just a distortion of the historically observable 
actual relationships but their ideologically most revealing complete rever¬ 
sal, If, however, this kind of reversal of the actual historical conditions and 
of the corresponding structural relations between capital and labor, as 
described by Marx in the last quotation, is not challenged, theoretically as 
well as practically, in that case all emancipatory ideas and efforts are bound 
to remain hopelessly trapped in the worst form of vicious circle from 
which there can be no escape. For the complete reversal, which we 
encounter in this upside-down relationship between capital and labor, is 
not simply the mystifying invention of the theories conceived from the van¬ 
tage point and in the interest of capital. It is abundantly visible in everyday 
social practice, in the reified appearance of a perverse “natural absolute¬ 
ness” to which people in all walks of life become “naturally” accustomed. 

The ideological/theoretical forms represent the active embodiment of 
the powerful material and historical transformations that had practically 
produced —through their primacy, which, however, should not be tenden- 
tiously confused with some kind of one-sided mechanical exclusiveness — 
the enduring reversal of the original interrelations in cjuestion in the 
course of actual historical development, thereby turning labor itself into 
“the property of its own product” through the structural imposition of such 
practical fetishism on society as a whole. 

This is why the meaning of “free spiritual production” cannot be 
understood in an idealistically absolutized sense, no matter how great the 
temptation might be to do so. For even in the work of the greatest intel¬ 
lectual figures, be they creative artists or theoreticians, including the clas¬ 
sics of bourgeois political economy and philosophy, spiritual production 
continues to respond in its own way —in the form of a dialectical recipro- 
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city —to the actually given conditions by making its own significant 
impact upon the emerging transformations of the existent. This is and 
remains the undisputable case even if, understandably, spiritual produc¬ 
tion must make its own contribution within the well-defined framework 
of the overall historical conditions. 

Nonetheless, “free spiritual production” is free in a genuine sense— 
and for the same reason also carries a great responsibility as an intellectual 
enterprise—precisely in virtue of its undeniable active role in intervening, 
for better or worse, in the unfolding historical process of which it is an 
integral part. 


4.2 Key Aspects of Mediation in the Dialectic 
of Base and Superstructure 

Marx’s famous 1859 “Preface” to his Contribution to the Critique of 
Political Economy gave a concise assessment of the relationship between 
the superstructure and the material basis of society with reference to cap¬ 
ital’s mode of societal reproduction. Naturally, the issue is much broader 
than that, as we can find it discussed in some of Marx’s other works, 
including the important passages quoted from his Grundrisse and from 
Capital in chapter 3. 

In regard to the mode of social metabolic reproduction under the rule 
of capital, the relationship in question is ultimately determined by the 
absolute imperative of labor’s permanent structural domination at all 
cost. Everything must be subordinated to that overarching systemic cap¬ 
ital-interest that inevitably vitiates all structural determinations and inter¬ 
relations. For capital is absolutely nothing in this— non-symmetrical —rela¬ 
tionship between itself and the class of living labor without the unalter¬ 
able structurally secured hierarchical imposition of the self-expansionary 
reproductive imperatives of its system of social metabolic control on its 
historical adversary, callously ignoring even the most destructive conse¬ 
quences on society as a whole. 

This means that all of the functions of direction and command —fully 
in tune with the vital practical premises and objective imperatives of 
unquestioned and totally unquestionable capital-expansion (whose fail- 
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ure would make the system implode)—must be expropriated and exer¬ 
cised by the blindly mandated “personifications of capital” not simply at 
the expense of the class of labor but in general at the expense of society in 
its entirety. This must be the case no matter how much more irrational 
and unstable the antagonistic structural imposition of the self-expansion¬ 
ary practical imperatives of capital on society at all cost becomes with the 
passing of historical time from the ascending to the perilously descending 
phase of the system’s development. The earlier mentioned fetishistic cor¬ 
relation whereby the very possibility of the economically necessary exer¬ 
cise of labor power is at the mercy and under the privileged “property of 
its own product”—on the abusive ground of the structurally imposed 
expropriation and self-serving allocation of the creations of human pro¬ 
ductive activity by an alien force originating in, and confronting in a hos¬ 
tile fashion, living labor itself—well encapsulates not only the institution¬ 
alized absurdity of this way of regulating expanded societal reproduction 
but also its total untenability in the longer run. 

Naturally, the incurably vitiated articulation and mediation of the rela¬ 
tionship between the material basis of society and its superstructure 
under the rule of capital is an essential constituent of making the funda¬ 
mental imperatives of this system prevail. The incurably vitiated charac¬ 
ter of the relationship we are presented with under the established condi¬ 
tions arises from the fact that the interchange between capital and labor 
is—and must always remain, despite all manipulation and mystification to 
the contrary, including the constantly propagandized fantasies of “peo¬ 
ple’s capitalism”—an insuperably antagonistic one. 

To be sure, no societal relationship of continued reproduction is con¬ 
ceivable without its own type of mediation of the interchanges between 
human beings and nature, on the one hand, and among the social individ¬ 
uals themselves as well as among the groups to which they belong, on the 
other. That also goes, self-evidently, for the capital system. Besides, such 
circumstance by itself is in no way the necessarily vitiating circumstance 
in this respect. The insoluble problem arises from the historically specific 
character of the type of mediations that are inseparable from capital’s 
mode of social metabolic reproduction. 

The historically specific type of the capital system’s necessary media¬ 
tory interchanges, which happens to be anti-historically eternalized even 
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by the greatest intellectual figures who conceptualize the world from cap¬ 
ital’s vantage point, as we have seen on numerous occasions in the course 
of this study, is the modality of—-in principle globally extendable— antag¬ 
onistic second-order mediations without which this societal reproductive 
order could not function at all. It is precisely the necessity to make prevail 
on a permanent basis the antagonistic innermost determinations of the 
capital system that incurably vitiates the globally unfolding relationship 
between the material basis of society and its superstructure. Every con¬ 
stituent of capital’s systemic determinations and interrelations, including 
obviously the powerful superstructure, must be dedicated to this literally 
vital operational purpose. 

Moreover, quite understandably, this relationship between the mate¬ 
rial basis of society and its superstructure, as closely intertwined with 
capital’s antagonistic second-order mediations, is by far the most com¬ 
plex in all history. And that is so not least because of the inexorable ten¬ 
dency toward the global domination of the capital system as a mode of 
societal reproduction, the first time ever in history. 

At the same time, however, the intensely contradictory character of 
capital’s unique—since structurally necessary —global expansionary drive 
must also be put into relief. For capital’s structurally necessary global 
drive does not at all mean that such drive can also prevail as a productively 
viable and historically sustainable global domination of societal repro¬ 
duction on a permanent basis, as the theoretical and ideological eternal- 
izers of the system would like us to believe. Far from it, since precisely at 
the point where this historically specific system extends to its maximum 
power it also greatly overreaches itself. 

The overreaching in question asserts itself with far-reaching conse¬ 
quences in the vital domain of the most problematical articulation of the 
capital system’s antagonistic legal and political superstructure, carrying 
with it the activation of massive structural impediments —with their 
unavoidable implications for nothing less than the destruction of the ele¬ 
mentary conditions of human existence itself—to its continued global 
domination, as we shall see below. 

As mentioned at the beginning of this section, the relationship 
between the superstructure and the material basis of society is much 
broader than the way we find it articulated under the specific historical 
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circumstances of capital’s mode of societal reproduction. There is also an 
important transhistorical dimension, on the basis of which it is possible 
to envisage the supersession of the now predominant contradictions of 
this relationship. 

However, before turning to the discussion of such problems, it is ne¬ 
cessary to clarify the principal characteristics of the deeply constraining 
interchange between the material basis of society and its superstructure 
under capital’s rule. With regard to the £raw.shistorical dimension of our 
problem let it now suffice to anticipate that, similar to the question con¬ 
cerning the untranscendable dimension of productive activity itself—that 
is, “production in general” or “labor as such,” without which human life 
on this planet would be inconceivable—which means that in this respect 
we must focus attention on the relationship between (always necessary) 
purposive productive activity, together with its material and means of 
production, 32 and not on the historically unique relationship between 
wage labor and capital. And this means that in virtue of the here relevant 
transhistorical dimension the elimination of the structurally evident dif¬ 
ference between the material basis as such and its superstructure is incon¬ 
ceivable, even if overcoming the historically generated destructive aspects 
of their relationship is both necessary and feasible. The transhistorical 
dimension in this regard remains in force in the sense that the superstruc¬ 
ture as such could never be assimilated by, nor indeed could it be reduced 
to, the material basis of society, except in mechanistic theories that 
indulge in the gross violation not only of the dialectic but even of elemen¬ 
tary logic. And by the same token, only in the most grotesque capital- 
apologetic fantasies of “post-industrial society” can one project the “fully 
automated” realization of materially necessary productive activity as the 
unproblematical ground of “boundless leisure.” 

The real issue for us is the radical supersession of the dehumanizing 
tyranny of the material basis, as manifest under the rule of capital, and not 
the fictitious removal of the distinct characteristics and determinations of 
materiality itself from the life of human beings who are, and must always 
remain, an integral—even if the uniquely self-mediating and thereby in a 
genuine sense potentially self-liberating—part of nature. Marx, who is 
often accused of utopian illusions, always insisted, with the greatest sense 
of reality, on the need for acknowledging the objective determinations 
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that must be respected in all human affairs, including of course the inter¬ 
change of human beings with nature. He did that with great clarity even 
when he was firmly drawing the line of demarcation between humanity 
being unavoidably subjected to the power of necessity and the prospects 
of really feasible emancipation, by underlining: 

Just as the savage must wrestle with nature to satisfy his wants, to main¬ 
tain and reproduce life, so must civilized man, and he must do so in all 
social formations and under all possible modes of production. With his 
development the realm of necessity expands as a result of his wants; but, 
at the same time, the forces of production which satisfy these wants also 
increase. Freedom in this field can only consist in socialized man, the 
associated producers, rationally regulating their interchange with nature, 
bringing it under their common control, instead of being ruled by it as by 
the blind forces of nature; and achieving this with the least expenditure 
of energy and under conditions most favourable to, and worthy of, their 
human nature. But it nonetheless still remains a realm of necessity. 
Beyond it begins that development of human energy which is an end in 
itself, the true realm of freedom, which, however, can blossom forth only 
with this realm of necessity as its basis . 33 

And yet, notwithstanding the clarity with which these matters are 
spelled out by Marx, his conception of the relationship between the mat¬ 
erial basis of society and its superstructure is often tendentiously misrep¬ 
resented in the most absurd fashion, as befits the hostile requirements of 
capital-apologetic ideology. To take an example, it is asserted in a partic¬ 
ularly crude account of “historical explanation” that in Marx’s view “peo¬ 
ple’s thoughts and ideas are a kind of vapour ... which mysteriously rises 
from the ‘material foundation.’” 34 

But even when the characterization of the Marxian conception is not 
as primitive and blatantly hostile as this one, the attribution of a mechan¬ 
ical one-to-one correlation between the material basis of society and its 
superstructure frequently tends to prevail in the depiction of the Marxist 
position. Sometimes we find this kind of approach presented not only 
without any hostile intent but even with full approval, due simply to the 
mechanical predilection of the thinkers who put forward such views. In 
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this way the dialectical mediations, which form an essential part of this 
vital explanatory complex of the unfolding developments, completely dis¬ 
appear from view. As a result, the dynamic interrelationship between the 
material and the superstructural factors and determinations which char¬ 
acterize the historical genesis and the transformations of the capital sys¬ 
tem cannot be made intelligible at all. 

What is particularly important in this respect is the institutionally 
secured and safeguarded legal and political superstructure in its vital 
intermediary role between the material foundation of society and “the 
legal, political, religious, artistic or philosophic—in short, ideological 
forms in which men become conscious of their conflict and fight it out.” 35 
Accordingly, what we are really concerned with here is not a mechanically 
projected one-to-one correspondence between materiality and ideas but a 
threefold interrelationship characteristic of this vital social complex that 
dialectically constitutes the dynamic interchange between the material 
base and the superstructure of society. 

In this sense, first we have the “relations of production” that consti¬ 
tute “the economic structure of society, the real foundation.” Second, 
on that real foundation “arises a legal and political superstructure.” And 
the third essential factor is constituted by the manifold variety of “the 
ideological forms” that enter the picture as “definite forms of social con¬ 
sciousness,” and as such “correspond to the legal and political super¬ 
structure.” 36 

Accordingly, the “correspondence” in question is not that between the 
material base and the ideas (or ideological forms through which human¬ 
ity’s practical social consciousness is articulated and asserted in the course 
of history) but that between the legal and political superstructure, on the 
one hand, and the various ideologicalforms themselves, on the other. Ideas 
as such cannot arise in, let alone can they make their impact on the real 
world from, a vacuum. Nor could indeed they “drop from the womb of 
self-positing Idea,” 37 as speculative idealist philosophy circularly postu¬ 
lates their appearance. Especially not under the conditions of the globally 
unfolding capital system, with its contradictory tendency to utmost cen¬ 
tralization of its productive and distributive processes as well as to the all- 
encroaching material subjugation of even the most sublime ideas by the 
structurally entrenched vested interests. For ideas appear and assert them- 
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selves, if they have the strength to do so, within this threefold framework 
of dialectical interchanges, as depicted by Marx. 

What is also relevant to put into relief is that in the course of histori¬ 
cal development the earlier mentioned “ideological forms” have also 
assumed the form of determinate types of discourses: from political and 
moral to religious and aesthetic. Such discourses all have clearly identifi¬ 
able defining characteristics of their own, in terms of which they respond 
to, and embody within their own, transhistorically consolidated, specific 
framework, the real world, deeply affecting the behavior of human beings 
in their clearly articulated domain. 

In this sense the understanding of religion, politics, and morality, or 
the proper appreciation of the nature and development of art and litera¬ 
ture, is impossible without focusing attention on the constitution and 
structurally relevant characteristics of these specific discourses. 
Moreover, these discourses, in their objective constitution, should not be 
confused with the corresponding theories of discourses —ranging from the¬ 
ology and political philosophy to ethical and aesthetic theory—which 
legitimately arise on the practically operative ground of the socially artic¬ 
ulated practical discourses themselves. 

The function of the particular theories of discourses is to generalize in 
their own, conceptual terms of reference the operative principles that objec¬ 
tively manifest themselves in the well-circumscribed practical discourses. In 
that way these theories of discourses transform the respective practical 
operative principles, in accordance with the relevant historical conditions 
and requirements that confront the particular thinkers concerned—as for 
instance we find this in the monumental Hegelian vision of Aesthetics, 
which happens to be a closely integrated part of his time-bound philosoph¬ 
ical system as a whole—into historically determinate conceptions organi¬ 
cally linked to the ideological panorama of their own age. 

Two important considerations must be added here. The first is that the 
vital practical discourses without which developed social life is unthinkable 
are not at all intelligible by themselves. In other words, they are not intelli¬ 
gible without their close links to the given institutional framework of the 
historically dominant legal and political superstructure. The “correspon¬ 
dence” between the various discourses and the legal and political super¬ 
structure in question can be rightfully asserted precisely on that ground. 
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This kind of interconnection is perfectly obvious when we talk about 
the practical reality of the political discourse that happens to be insepara¬ 
ble from the frequently most direct state political practices. As an exam¬ 
ple, it is enough to think of the promotion and the justification of the par¬ 
liamentary form of legislation and decision making as such. That form of 
interrelationship is in clear contrast to the much more indirect mode of 
articulating the various theories of political discourse. 

Nevertheless, when the connection is not as obvious as in the case of 
practical political discourse, with its essential concern with securing the 
most effective means/ends relationship for overall societal reproduction, 
even then similar determinations prevail. For instance, when we think of 
religious practices, they are also unimaginable as simply the spontaneous 
adherence of the individuals to determinate rituals and beliefs. For such 
beliefs and rituals are in fact practically embraced and maintained, as well 
as significantly modified, within the complex institutional framework of 
the various churches (and their less formally defined organizational equi¬ 
valents) which in their turn are themselves closely linked to, and in some 
cases even openly integrated into, the legal and political superstructure 
and into the modern state. 38 The once radically proclaimed principle of 
the “separation of the Church and the State” has never been translated 
into social practice in the originally intended sense. Its reality turned out 
to be in the final analysis a greater willingness by the diverse religious 
bodies to accept the preeminence of the legal and political superstructure. 

Regarding the practice of moral discourse, we should not be deceived 
by the fact that its institutional framework is more diffused than those of 
political and even religious discourse. For also in that domain the links to 
the legal and political superstructure are very intense. In this respect it is 
enough to remind ourselves of the way in which all of the given educa¬ 
tional practices and bodies of society are regulated by the modern state, 
from the family to all levels of institutionalized learning, including the 
kindergartens at one end and the universities at the other. Nor should we 
forget the way in which also the various religious institutions of society 
participate—often under direct legislative regulation—in the moral educa¬ 
tion of individuals. Through their more diffused institutional network 
they are all involved in transmitting the dominant values of the estab¬ 
lished social order from the present generation to the future ones. And, of 
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course, in regulating this transmission of the dominant value system of 
society from the present toward the future the legal and political super¬ 
structure plays the preeminent regulatory role. 

At the same time, even the highly mediated social practice of aesthetic 
discourse is an integral part of these processes, which cannot be divorced 
from the legal and political superstructure of the prevailing social order. 
This is so notwithstanding the well-known illusions characteristic of 
more recent historical times (since the second half of the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury), including the artistic creed programmatically spelled out under the 
slogan of I’art pour I’art, for instance. Significantly, Plato had no use 
whatsoever for such illusions. On the contrary, he made it amply clear that 
he wanted to integrate the various practices of artistic endeavor into the 
vital educational framework of his Republic. 

In any case, the production and consumption of the works of art and 
literature, as we actually know them today, are also quite unimaginable 
without the far-reaching regulatory impact of the legal and political super¬ 
structure. This goes from the direct and indirect political supervision of 
theatrical and other literary productions, including magazine and book 
publishing as well as television programming and the film industry—and 
all that not just under openly authoritarian modes of control but also 
under the liberal democratic forms of the state, and, moreover, by no 
means only as confined to the existing openly censorial regulatory offices 
of the latter, but even more tellingly under the subtle varieties of promot¬ 
ing effective self-censorship—as well as the strict legislative control of the 
educationally important state museum network. Besides, the dominant 
legal and political superstructure of society actively participates even in 
the obviously profit-oriented, and pretendedly most independent, enter¬ 
prise of private art galleries that could not sustain themselves for any 
length of time without receiving the direct and indirect benefits of the 
state-regulated national and international financial network. Naturally, all 
this could not be further removed from the ideologically convenient illu¬ 
sions of “free art” and its claimed “sovereignty” as divorced from practi¬ 
cally relevant social functions, a fictitious view promoted as a rule in the 
service of the powerful vested interests of the ruling class. 

The illusions associated with the denial of the vital interconnection 
between the legal and political superstructure and the ideological forms 
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of social consciousness tend to be reinforced by the objective difference 
between the forms of discourse—i.e., the directly practical operational 
reality of political, moral, religious, and aesthetic discourse as such—and 
the corresponding theories of discourses within which the respective 
ideas are more or less systematically spelled out. For, in contrast to the 
specific practical forms of discourse —which in addition to the work of 
outstanding particular representative figures also include folk art and 
popular culture, as well as spontaneous political and other mass partici¬ 
patory activities and responses to ongoing developments, without any 
clearly identifiable “individual author” in their forefront—the various the¬ 
ories of discourses are elaborated and combined into some kind of a (peri¬ 
odically changing) system by individual philosophers, political and 
moral theorists, and theologians, with a pronounced tendency to put into 
relief their own “sovereignty” over the subject of their analysis. 

This is why Marx had to stress that “philosophers have only inter¬ 
preted the world, the point is, though, to change it.” But even when the 
thinkers in question declined the idea of changing the world, as Hegel 
explicitly did when he compared the role of philosophy to the “owl of 
Minerva” spreading its wings only with the “falling of the dusk,” he con¬ 
tributed in a most powerful way to the preservation of the existing order. 
Thus, directly or indirectly, the “sovereign” outstanding intellectual fig¬ 
ures of the last few centuries who formulated their relevant theories of dis¬ 
courses nonetheless did so by inescapably participating in the same inter¬ 
relationship between the ideological forms and the legal and political 
superstructure of their time, even when they had no intention at all of 
changing the order they viewed and theorized from capital’s standpoint. 
We should not forget that Hegel was responsible not only for the creation 
of the greatest theory of aesthetic discourse all the way up to his own time 
but also for the elaboration of the most comprehensive and boundlessly 
apologetic conception of the modern capitalist state in his Philosophy of 
Right, which retains its representative role and importance even today. 

Although the individual authors who conceive their theories of dis¬ 
course directly reflect on, and generalize across history, the nature of the 
various practical discourses in their own intellectual activity, whether we 
think of their evaluations of practically embedded political activity and its 
organizational setting, or of the seminal characteristics of artistic creation 
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and consumption—and thus in a sense they are “one step removed” from 
the direct connection of their subject of inquiry to the institutionalized 
legal and political superstructure—this fact makes that connection only 
more complicated and more mediated but cannot fundamentally alter its 
character. 

The undeniable circumstance here referred to only underscores the 
complex dialectical mediations involved in these activities, warning 
against any attempt at mechanistic reductionism. Also in this way the 
Marxian depiction of the actually prevailing relationship in these matters 
clearly puts into relief that, notwithstanding all tendentiously distorting 
accusations to the contrary, there can be in this regard no suggestion of a 
direct, one-to-one correlation between materiality and ideas. On the con¬ 
trary, since ideas must have their appropriate vehicles through which they 
can assert their viability, the two kinds of distinctly different activity 
together —that is, the practically operative discourses of social conscious¬ 
ness on the one hand, from politics and religion to morality and artistic 
creativity, and the relevant theories of discourses that reflect on and gen¬ 
eralize across history the specific defining characteristics of the practical 
discourses themselves, on the other—are integral parts of the dialectically 
mediated ideological forms of social consciousness. Thus they conjointly 
constitute the dialectical interrelationship, which itself cannot be 
divorced from the vital explanatory complex of the legal and political 
superstructure as it fulfills its dynamic role in the course of social change. 
This is the case irrespective of how problematical might be the role of the 
legal and political superstructure under determinate socioeconomic cir¬ 
cumstances in the overall historical development. 

The earlier mentioned second important consideration that needs to 
be underscored in the present context, before we can turn to the final 
points of this section, is a corollary to the first. It serves to put the tran- 
shistorical dimension of our problem—concerned with the inherent 
nature of the various practical discourses as such—in its proper perspec¬ 
tive. For it should always be remembered that everything in human affairs 
has, and must have, its historical genesis and transformations. 

To be sure, the various practical discourses, from religion and politics 
to art and literature, have their clearly identifiable defining characteristics. 
These important defining characteristics are by no means confined to a 
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particular historical period. They embrace all of those in which the 
respective activities that objectively define the discourses in question are 
carried on in one way or another. This is why we can rightfully refer to the 
frawshistorical dimension of all of the practical discourses that we are 
concerned with here. 

However, it is also an obvious aspect of their innermost nature that 
none of them could “drop from the womb of self-positing Idea,” as we 
know. They all had to be constituted in the form of their clearly identifi¬ 
able substantive characteristics in the course of actual historical develop¬ 
ment. In this sense the objective brmshistorical determinations of the 
practical discourses—which should never be subsumed under some kind 
ofSMjira-historical speculative projection, as alas frequently happens to be 
the case—are inseparable from the equally objective historical character¬ 
istics of their actual constitution. In fact, there can be nothing mysterious 
about the transhistorical determinations of their reality. They represent, 
within the specific framework of any one of them, the persistent reproduc¬ 
tion and consolidation of determinate ways of practically relating to the 
existent, with a view to significantly influencing human behavior in their 
respective domain. 

This is undoubtedly the case whether we think of the practical reality 
of political discourse or of the less direct practical intervention of art and 
literature in social life. In this sense, they are all transhistorical and histor¬ 
ical at the same time. And we find the same determination of simultane¬ 
ously transhistorical and historical characteristics in the practical reality 
of religion. This is in obvious contrast to the often tellingly one-sided the¬ 
ological conceptions and generalizations we encounter in the multiple 
theories of religious discourse. For no matter how one-sidedly the latter 
theorize the powerful practical reality of religious discourse as such—and 
irrespective of whether they do that in harmony with the institutional 
reality of their respective church or in sharp conflict with it, as we find 
such conflicts spelled out in the programmatic writings of the early repre¬ 
sentatives of dissenting Protestantism, for instance—no one could seri¬ 
ously suggest to us that the striking move in religious practices from the 
virtually countless gods of Greek and other mythologies all the way to the 
now overwhelming prevalence of monotheism, as an example, has noth¬ 
ing to do with actual historical development. 
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The significant reality of the /raw.vliistorical dimension is always made 
of inherently historical constituents. This circumstance is very important 
for a proper understanding of the necessary structural determinations of 
society—their continuity in change and change in continuity—if we want 
to grasp in a viable perspective their all-embracing dialectical interac¬ 
tions, extending from the material basis of the elementary reproductive 
structures to the manifold interrelations of the superstructure mediated in 
the most complex way, as indicated above. 

At the same time the same circumstance is equally important for 
making intelligible the changing historical process as a whole not simply 
in terms of the unavoidable constraints and limitations at work in it. If we 
confined our attention only to the inevitable socio-historical constraints 
that would offer us only one side of the picture. To have a historically 
accurate conception we must simultaneously also bear in mind the 
objectively grounded emancipatory potentialities of the developments 
unfolding across history. For what is most relevant in this regard—and 
cannot be stressed often enough in view of its customary neglect—is that 
what is historically constituted in the course of the ongoing dynamic 
transformations of society is in principle also subject to potential future 
historical change, once the appropriate objective and subjective condi¬ 
tions are fulfilled. This is so even if, by no means surprisingly, the gen¬ 
uine historical picture is in sharp contrast to the self-serving eternaliza- 
tions of the established states of affairs as characteristically represented 
from the standpoint of capital. 

Without this important dialectical interrelationship, which objectively 
defines the connection between the historical and the transhistorical as 
being inseparable from one another, we could not have any genuine his¬ 
torical advancement. Nor could we have, of course, on the ground of such 
advancement, the feasibility of real emancipatory change. 

Furthermore, in focusing attention on the inseparability of the histori¬ 
cal from the transhistorical, we can also gain insight into the vitally impor¬ 
tant dialectic of the historical and the structural. For the structurally signif¬ 
icant and renewed transhistorical consolidation of some major historical 
determinations and characteristics of the unfolding process of societal 
development has a direct bearing on the ultimate social-ontological limits 
within which a specific social formation—like, for instance, the capital sys- 
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tem as a mode of all-embracing social metabolic control—can maintain its 
historical viability or flounder under the weight of its irrepressible antago¬ 
nisms through the eruption of its structural crisis. 

Naturally, this dialectical interchange between the structural and the 
historical factors of societal transformation works in both directions. At 
first, in the ascending phase of a system’s development, the transhistori- 
cal consolidation of some important historical and structural determina¬ 
tions positively enhances its overall controlling power and the potentiali¬ 
ties of its self-assertive productive advancement. This is the case despite 
the fact that the development in question might well be associated with an 
understandable (and not simply short-sighted but even destructively 
blind) tendency to disregard the more distant implications of the type of 
productivity of the given reproductive system, as happens to be under 
capital’s mode of social metabolic control, together with its ultimately 
unfulfillable demand on material and human resources. 

In the descending phase of systemic development, however, 
inevitably even the longest term implications come to the fore with a 
vengeance, no matter how elaborate might be the machinery and the cor¬ 
responding ideology of eternalization. In this way, in the course of the 
descending phase, the unfolding determinations negatively contribute to 
deepening the structural crisis itself, paradoxically through the impact of 
the intended “remedial measures,” which more or less directly contradict 
the projected outcome. For such measures cannot work in the final analy¬ 
sis in the descending phase for the simple reason that they cannot fit into 
the structural limits once they are objectively overstepped—and in that 
way violated—by the system in question, in that it had become anachro¬ 
nistic in an epochal historical sense. A strikingly obvious example for the 
counterproductive character of the “remedial measures” irrationally 
adopted and ruthlessly enforced today is the way in which the aggressive 
personifications of capital are attempting to redress in vain the growing 
destructiveness of the capital system in our time through the constant 
intensification of destructiveness not only in the economic and financial 
but also in the political/military domain. 

With regard to the interrelationsip between the legal and political 
superstructure and the ideological forms of social consciousness, the 
most problematical determination is that in the course of actual historical 
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developments in the last four to five centuries the legal and political 
superstructure itself had acquired a preponderant role. Accordingly, in the 
objective dialectic of the structural and the historical it became responsi¬ 
ble for the production of some increasingly negative—and ultimately most 
destructive—characteristics as time went by, due to the antagonisms 
asserting themselves in an increasingly more pronounced form in the 
descending phase of the capital system’s development, culminating in our 
time in the all-pervasive structural crisis. As a concomitant of this overall 
systemic crisis, under the present circumstances the legal and political 
superstructure is characterized by an ever-extensive legislative jungle that 
dominates all processes of societal reproduction, and—instead of posi¬ 
tively enhancing them—casts over the whole of society the dark shadow 
of uncontrollability. 

Naturally, all this is the antagonistic corollary of the capitalist material 
processes that must prevail in the form of the ever more destructive dom¬ 
ination of even the most wasteful forms of exchange-value over humanly 
meaningful use-value. In their negativity they assert themselves today not 
only through the dominance of the directly destructive military-industrial 
complex but also through the institutionalized adventurism of insanely 
parasitic speculative finance. And, of course, both the military-industrial 
complex and the parasitic financial adventurism of our time require the 
generous facilitating services of the capitalist legal and political super¬ 
structure for the purpose of making their operations rationally impenetra¬ 
ble and uncontrollable. Compared to this painful reality, which we can 
clearly identify and tangibly pinpoint in actually existing capitalist society, 
the assertions of even some major bourgeois thinkers, like Max Weber— 
who invites us to accept that the apparently unstoppable legislative jun¬ 
gle, with the growing army of its “virtuoso bureaucrats” (Weber’s expres¬ 
sion), must be positively hailed in his sense according to which “it has 
been the work ofjurists to give birth to the modern Occidental state ,” 39 as 
mentioned before—are not only grotesquely superficial and idealist in 
character but also the unashamed apologetic and question-begging theo¬ 
rizations of the modern capitalist state. 

It goes without saying that even the normatively regulating super¬ 
structure, which we have to confront in our time in its form as the highly 
developed and perilously preponderant legal and political superstruc- 
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ture, with its drive toward global self-assertion, was very different in its 
historical origin. In the distant past of its original constitution it had to 
emerge from the socioeconomically essential operating conditions of the 
material reproduction process with which it formed at first an organic 
unity, as we have seen in the last chapter . 40 It required the elapse of many 
centuries before some of the original regulatory determinations of pro¬ 
ductive development could be separated out from their organic setting 
and transformed into the now ubiquitous preponderance of the legal and 
political superstructure, under the requirements of capital’s mode of 
social metabolic reproduction. 

At the same time, when we refer to this circumstance, it is also impor¬ 
tant to put into relief that with regard to the actual constitution of the legal 
and political superstructure the earlier mentioned vital relationship 
between the historical and the transhistorical should not be miscon¬ 
ceived in the sense of attributing to the capitalistically dominant form a 
one-sidedly .SM/nwhistorical role, as happens to be the case in its self-serv¬ 
ing conceptualizations from capital’s vantage point. For by its implica¬ 
tions that would amount to the acceptance of the now prevailing determi¬ 
nations of the existent as insuperable. 

Naturally, we should not disregard or underrate the relevance and the 
nature of the structurally primary determinations in this respect. In other 
words, we should not overlook the enduring reality of both the material 
base and the corresponding superstructure in these equations, attributing 
an ephemeral role to the latter on the mistaken understanding of its defi¬ 
nition as superstructure. For, due to the actuality of their constitution and 
to their ongoing necessary dialectical interchanges, neither the material 
base of societal reproduction, nor the superstructure as such, can be con¬ 
ceptualized as historically superseded at some future point of develop¬ 
ment on a permanent basis. 

The insurmountable reality of the superstructure itself, in its dialecti¬ 
cal correlation to the always necessary foundation of humanity’s societal 
reproduction process on the ground of the appropriate material basis, 
can only fallaciously—and anti-historically —be equated with the specific 
legal and political superstructure of capital’s social formation. This is so 
because the actual historical constitution of the highly formalized legal 
and political superstructure of capital’s social formation is simply incon- 
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ceivable without the corresponding labor process, with its inexorable ten¬ 
dency toward the all-embracing dominance of abstract labor oriented 
toward universal quantification and toward the corresponding formal- 
reductive equations of generalized commodity production. And, of 
course, these determinations are organically linked to the ever-expanding 
complexity of the characteristic contractual relations (required by the 
labor process of capitals mode of social metabolic reproduction) that 
must emerge from the irrepressible—even if in the last analysis insupera¬ 
bly contradictory—drive of the capital system forward from its local units 
of production toward their attempted global integration . 41 

The irrepressibly growing legislative jungle of the now obviously pre¬ 
ponderant legal and political superstructure—and here it is irrelevant 
whether that jungle is somewhat circularly condemned on the left as an 
allegedly self-explanatory “bureaucratization”—or idealized not only by 
Max Weber but in his own way also by Hegel as the domain of the 
allegedly most beneficial “universal class” of civil servants wishfully pos¬ 
tulated by him—is the necessary embodiment of this process right from 
the time of its inception. This is the real ground for the constitution and 
massive expansion of the state of the capital system, and not the ficti¬ 
tiously declared sovereign brainwork of Occidental jurists. 

It is the fundamental difference between the superstructure as such 
and the historically specific and incorrigibly antagonistic legal and politi¬ 
cal superstructure of capital’s social formation that enables us to envisage 
extricating societal reproduction from the destructiveness of the over¬ 
bearing state, together with the all-pervasive second-order mediations of 
the capital system in general. Without the fundamental difference 
between the transhistorically reshaped actuality of the superstructure in 
general and its historically specific and limited variety under the rule of 
capital, there could be no way of overcoming the “iron cage” of the capi¬ 
tal system. Clearly, this is very far from being simply a political matter, 
despite the reductive and ultimately self-defeating sectarian preconcep¬ 
tions advocated on this score. The exclusivistic stress on politics, at the 
expense of the much broader strategies of structurally viable and histori¬ 
cally in all reproductive domains to be sustained transformation, cannot 
be a viable approach to these issues, no matter how important a role rad¬ 
ical political intervention must play in the overall emancipatory process, 
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especially at the time of breaking the stranglehold of alienated politics 
over societal change in the first place. 

In envisaging a qualitative advancement to the “new historic form” 
advocated by Marx, we are concerned with the entire complexity of soci¬ 
etal reproduction, as resting on a secure material foundation that must be 
capable of maintaining a harmonious relationship to nature. This means, 
in other words, that without the profound restructuring of the totality of 
society’s reproductive relations—from the elementary material prerequi¬ 
sites of the labor process to the most mediated regulatory interchanges in 
the domain of social consciousness and the emancipatory production of 
ideas, including the qualitative switch from the now dominant modality of 
externally imposed normativity to internally embraced and positively 
pursued evaluation of the objectives consciously chosen by the individu¬ 
als 42 —it is impossible to expect, in terms of the required enduring basis, 
the solution of the problems we have to face. 

Since the earlier mentioned dialectical interchange between the struc¬ 
tural and the historical factors and determinations asserts itself, of neces¬ 
sity, both in a positive and in a negative way, according to the ascending 
or the descending phase of a social reproductive system’s development— 
i.e., by enhancing its productive potentialities in the ascending phase 
(while the problematical impact of the adopted reproductive practices 
would be visible only from a more distant perspective), or by significantly 
intensifying its antagonistic contradictions, to the point of causing explo¬ 
sions, when even the most wastefully resourced efforts applied to secur¬ 
ing the continued domination of the ruling order in question as an all- 
embracing system of social metabolic control, beyond the objective struc¬ 
tural limits of its productive viability, can only worsen the systemic cri¬ 
sis—the role of the superstructure is very important in contributing to the 
eventual outcome. It is in this context that the potential transformatory 
significance of the superstructure as such becomes clearly visible also 
with regard to the institution of a radically different future. 

It goes without saying that the historically specific structural articula¬ 
tion of the established order can successfully work as the vital structural 
support to the societal reproductive strategies pursued under the favor¬ 
able circumstances of its genuine reproductive viability. Naturally, how¬ 
ever, it can also assert its power in the opposite direction, in the form of 
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some major structural disturbances and itnpediments —and, indeed, even 
as insurmountable structural blockages causing havoc in the functioning 
of the system as a whole—when the “tide is turned,” so to speak, and the 
continued historical sustainability of the prevailing societal reproductive 
practices, in contrast to the strictly conjunctural success or failure of their 
customary mode of operation, is being called into question. The grave 
structural crisis of an all-embracing social metabolic order is defined pre¬ 
cisely in terms of its overall historical sustainability and viability, meas¬ 
ured on the epochal scale, and not on the ground of its periodic, more or 
less easily supersedable, conjunctural vicissitudes and crises. 

This is the point where we can return to the opening considerations 
of this section. Namely, that the question concerning the structurally and 
historically vital relationship between the material basis of any particular 
society and its superstructure is much broader than its brief characteriza¬ 
tion in Marx’s 1859 “Preface” to his Contribution to the Critique of 
Political Economy. That “Preface” was intended only as a concise assess¬ 
ment of the historical specificity of this issue, with reference to capital’s 
unique and necessarily transient mode of societal reproduction. 

If we want to envisage an actually feasible solution to the now encoun¬ 
tered—and constantly aggravating—problems of capital’s antagonistic 
mode of social metabolic control, with its dangerously worsening, and by 
now suicidally wasteful, second-order mediations of the required societal 
reproduction process, we have to reassess the relationship between the 
inescapable material basis of human life and its potentially positive super- 
structural determinations from a much longer-term perspective. A per¬ 
spective capable of subjecting to a radical critique the capital system’s 
destructively preponderant legal and political superstructure itself. 

This must be done in view of capital’s not only destructive but ulti¬ 
mately even self-destructive transformation of its once organic reproduc¬ 
tive order—which used to secure its productive advancement as a matter 
of course in the ascending phase of its systemic development—into the 
vicious circle of its historically no longer sustainable productive practices, 
in our time attempted to be imposed on a global scale. A vicious circle in 
which the more fully capital succeeds in achieving its intended self¬ 
expansionary targets the worse it is for the prospects of human survival, 
in view of the prohibitive constraints imposed in every domain by the sys- 
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tern’s antagonistic contradictions, under the escalating authoritarian 
supremacy of the state. 

Precisely for this reason it is by no means surprising that Marx envis¬ 
aged—and as a matter of vital theoretical consistency had to envisage —the 
“withering away of the state” as the only feasible solution to the structural 
antagonisms of our existing social order. Those who are willing to aban¬ 
don that Marxian idea altogether, as we have seen it done all too readily 
and frequently in the labor movement ever since his sharp Critique of the 
Gotha Program, should also face up to the necessary implications of 
doing so for the future. For by turning their backs to the difficult task of 
making the required contribution to the “withering away of the state,” for 
whatever reason, they abandon—knowingly or not—the Marxian strate¬ 
gic project engaged in the socialist transformation of society. Our histori¬ 
cal experience in the twentieth century is a dire warning in that respect. 

The positive outcome of a historically sustainable socialist transfor¬ 
mation is inconceivable without the most active contribution by the 
superstructure to the realization of the envisaged target. The Marxian 
conception in this regard is not only different from its tendentious mis¬ 
representations, whenever his critics describe it as a “mechanical reflec¬ 
tion” of materiality—not to mention the mindless insult leveled against 
Marx according to which in his view “people’s thoughts and ideas are a 
kind of vapour . . . which mysteriously rises from the ‘material founda¬ 
tion’”—but the diametrical opposite to the dynamic account of his pro¬ 
foundly dialectical characterization of the complex historical develop¬ 
ment, giving their full weight in this relationship to the various forms 
and modalities of social consciousness. Only the crudest kind of reduc- 
tivism could depict these matters in a different light, in view of the 
inherently active nature and role of the manifold, dialectically mediated, 
superstructural factors and determinations that assert themselves in the 
overall historical process. 

However, fully acknowledging the active role of the superstructure, as 
must be done, does not mean that the superstructure itself can be 
exempted from quite fundamental changes, as required by the envisaged 
qualitative transformation of the societal complex in its entirety. For the 
unavoidable historical challenge of radically restructuring the capital sys¬ 
tem necessarily involves overcoming the preponderance of the legal and 
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political superstructure, with its deep roots not only in the historical past 
but also in the existing material reproductive constituents of the domi¬ 
nant social metabolic process. The fact that in the course of capital’s 
descending phase of historical development the earlier organic unity of 
the various material and ideal factors—once greatly contributing to the 
positive productive advancement of the system—had been turned into the 
vicious circle of the cancerously expansionary imposition of its power on 
society, sinking ever deeper into the morass of the antagonistic second- 
order mediations of capital’s socioeconomic order while completely dis¬ 
regarding the consequences, this painful fact cannot be redressed without 
superseding the dangerous preponderance of the legal and political 
superstructure, with its constantly growing militaristic accretion ever 
since the onset of modern imperialism. 

The concern about the necessary “withering away of the state” is 
inseparable from these considerations. The politically difficult and 
revealing question why the Marxian theorization of the necessary “with¬ 
ering away of the state” had been cast aside ubiquitously 43 in the twenti¬ 
eth century will have to be confronted one day. It will surface again when 
the need to move toward its realization will become much more pressing 
than in the past, as it is bound to be in due course. 

The great problem for the future of humanity is how to liberate itself 
from the straitjacket of capital’s antagonistic second-order mediations, 
constantly reinforced by its powerful superstructure. For the once posi¬ 
tive potential of capital’s organic system —characterized in the ascending 
phase by the reciprocal support of its constituent parts among themselves 
which made it possible to secure in those days the productive advance¬ 
ment of societal reproduction as a whole—had been turned into the 
vicious circle of defending at all cost even of the most wasteful and 
destructive systemic determinations under the circumstances of sharpen¬ 
ing antagonisms and deepening structural crisis. Understandably, the 
present articulation of capital’s legal and political superstructure, thanks 
to its preponderant power, with the capitalist state at its apex, plays a mas¬ 
sive role in the preservation and global dominance of the established 
social metabolic order. In this respect, too, the most active role of super- 
structural reciprocity is clearly visible, even if it asserts itself not in a pos¬ 
itive way, for the better, but for the worse. 
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However, it is not written in some sacred book that the capital sys¬ 
tem’s antagonistic second-order mediations, with their perverse reciproc¬ 
ity, should always prevail. The superstructure as such can be equated only 
in a fallacious and anti-historical way with its—in our time most retro¬ 
grade—variant of the legal and political superstructure under the rule of 
capital. Equally, only from the vantage point of the narrowest vested inter¬ 
ests can the transhistorical necessity of social metabolic mediation as such 
be equated with the antagonistic second-order mediations of the capital 
system. For, as discussed already, human beings are also capable of artic¬ 
ulating the potentially emancipatory self-mediation of their relationship 
among themselves and nature at large, as well as among themselves as 
developing social groups and individuals. This is what confers upon 
them their unicjue status in the order of nature. 44 

At the peak of its productive development capital’s organic system 
was responsible for unprecedented social transformation and advance¬ 
ment, thanks to the positive reciprocity and interdependency of its repro¬ 
ductive processes in which its superstructural dimension—from anti-feu¬ 
dal political commitment to the great emancipatory contribution of art 
and literature, as well as to the genuine universalist, even if somewhat 
naive and in the end disappointed, aspirations of Enlightenment philoso¬ 
phy—played a most significant role. All that had dramatically changed as 
time went by. But no matter how contrasting and problematical the over¬ 
all impact of the established mode of social metabolic control happens to 
be today, the socialist order cannot define itself simply in terms of saying 
no to capital’s systemic control. For the socialist project cannot constitute 
a viable alternative to the established reproductive order unless it is suc¬ 
cessfully articulated in a positive way, as a historically sustainable organic 
system , with its own kind of reciprocity based on the conscious self-medi¬ 
ation of its social individuals. It is this form of potentially emancipatory 
self-mediation that is expected in the socialist alternative to take the place 
of the vicious circle of the capital system’s interactive constitutive parts 
that assign to the legal and political superstructure in our time a totally 
apologetic role. 

As underscored, the greatly constraining and in many ways under our 
present-day circumstances counterproductive historical necessity that 
continues to prevail through the antagonistic second-order mediations of 
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the capital system is the assertion of a—changeable— man-made causality, 
imposed by human beings upon themselves in the course of historical 
development. Paradoxically, this qualitatively different form of causality, in 
contrast to the strictest determinations of the natural law, was imposed by 
humans upon themselves as a step forward on the contradictory road 
toward their potential self-emancipation, parallel to the increasingly more 
complex articulation of the totality of their forms and instruments of repro¬ 
ductive interchanges, including the ever more mediated superstructure of 
their life activity since that time. Accordingly, this new type of causality— 
of man-made historical necessity—is not intelligible at all without focusing 
attention on the most active role of the changing superstructure in its con¬ 
stitution and renewed assertion. The historically feasible solution to this 
challenge is to bring the self-imposed necessity in question under control 
by overcoming the capital system’s antagonistic second-order mediations 
through a self-mediated—because consciously self-managed—alternative. 
Naturally, the potential emancipatory role of the qualitatively reconstituted 
superstructure could not be greater in this respect. 


4.3 Ideology and “False Consciousness” 

One of the most frequent misconceptions about ideology is its attempted 
direct identification with false consciousness. We have seen in chapter 2 
that even without any hostile intent Marx’s position is at times completely 
misquoted and distorted to fit it in with that kind of simplistic reduction 
of ideology to false consciousness. 45 

In truth, ideology appears in the Marxian conception not in a unilat¬ 
eral sense but with diametrically opposed connotations. In one sense it is 
presented, in its negativity, as a mystifying and counterproductive force 
that greatly hinders social development. On the other hand, however, it is 
also seen as a vital positive factor—serving the purpose of overcoming 
determinate social constraints and resistances—without whose active 
contribution the productive potentialities of the given historical situation 
could not unfold and assert themselves. 

The misconceived attempts to reduce ideology to false consciousness 
are often associated with a rigid, fetishistic view of science. The holders 
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of such views tend to disregard or ignore even the most obvious differ¬ 
ences between natural science and the social sciences. However, when we 
recall Marx’s views directly relevant in this respect, he made it absolutely 
clear that in the analysis of the complex dialectical interchanges of social 
life not everything can be determined with the precision of natural sci¬ 
ence. This is how he put it: 

The changes in the economic foundation lead sooner or later to the 
transformation of the whole immense superstructure. In studying such 
transformations it is always necessary to distinguish between the material 
transformation of the economic conditions of production, which can be 
determined with, the precision of natural science, and the legal, political, 
religious, artistic or philosophic—in short, ideological forms in which 
men become conscious of this conflict and fight it out. 46 

Nothing could be clearer and theoretically more precise than this way 
of contrasting the “ideological forms”—through which it becomes possi¬ 
ble “to fight out the conflict” between the rival hegemonic forces of soci¬ 
ety: a way of settling many vital socioeconomic and political issues, which 
happens to be characteristic of development under the conditions of class 
rule—and the analysis of the economic foundation (the material ground) 
from which the most varied ideological forms arise in a dialectical sense, 
as we have already seen it discussed. But, of course, the fetishistic concep¬ 
tion of science, and the complete misrepresentation of Marx’s own views 
in that spirit, makes it impossible to understand both the nature of ideol¬ 
ogy as such and the very real problem of false consciousness in its own 
appropriate context. The two of them—i.e., ideology and false conscious¬ 
ness —may or may not be inseparably linked together under determinate 
circumstances. However, it is precisely the social and historical specificity 
of those circumstances that decides the issue. 

Naturally, the right and proper acknowledgement that in the field of 
social inquiry not everything can be determined with the precision of nat¬ 
ural science does not mean that those aspects of one’s critical concerns 
which cannot be ascertained in that way can be consigned to the mercy of 
arbitrary and gratuitous judgements, as doing so might suit the conve¬ 
nience of some vested interests. But most certainly it means that in rela- 
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tion to the particular field in question, which is being investigated or con¬ 
tested, the criteria and method applied to solving the problems that arise 
must be appropriate to the nature of the problems in their full societal 
complexity and conflictuality. And, of course, the dialectical investigation 
of the social structure, together with the forms and modalities of inter¬ 
change that must take place within its framework, including the great vari¬ 
ety of the ideological forms of social consciousness, recjuires an appropri¬ 
ate way of dealing with the highest level of complexity. 

It is highly relevant in this respect that in his Afterword to the second 
German edition of Capital Marx quotes with approval a Russian com¬ 
mentator who wrote on the Marxian method that “the old economists 
misunderstood the nature of economic laws when they likened them to 
the laws of physics and chemistry. A more thorough analysis of phenom¬ 
ena shows that social organisms differ among themselves as fundamen¬ 
tally as plants or animals. Nay, one and the same phenomenon falls under 
quite different laws in consequence of the different structure of those 
organisms as a whole, of the variations of their individual organs, of the 
different conditions in which those organs function. . . . [according to 
Marx] With the varying degree of development of productive power, 
social conditions and the laws governing them vary too.... The scientific 
value of such an inquiry lies in the disclosing of the special laws that reg¬ 
ulate the origin, existence, development, death of a given social organism 
and its replacement by another and higher one. And it is this value that, 
in point of fact, Marx’s book has.” 47 And Marx adds at that point: “Whilst 
the writer pictures my method ... what else is he picturing but the dialec¬ 
tical method .” 48 In other words, since there cannot be in human affairs a 
higher level of complexity than the overall societal complex, with its inter¬ 
acting—and under the conditions of class society conflictually interacting 
social individual and collective subjects—the application of the dialectical 
method concerns the social and historical specificity of the relevant inter¬ 
changes and their ensuing outcome in the form of their dynamic unfold¬ 
ing. Thus, any attempt at reducing this vital dialectical approach to a 
fetishistic view of natural science, so as to be able to simplistically disqual¬ 
ify ideology on that ground, makes no sense at all. 

With regard to ideology an important aspect of these issues becomes 
visible when we consider the scientific claims associated with the social sci- 
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ences. The pursuit of truth in scientific inquiry can never be avoided. Thus, 
the critical examination of the claims regarding their own truth value is no 
less important in the social sciences than in the natural sciences. 

Talking about the nature of an important domain of the social sci¬ 
ences, political economy, Marx firmly puts into relief the way in which 
class struggle has a major impact on the scientific potentialities and limi¬ 
tations of bourgeois political economy. Evidently such direct impact 
could not be found in physics and chemistry with which the earlier quoted 
Russian commentator on Capital, with Marx’s approval, contrasted his 
own account of the Marxian dialectical method in 1871. This is how 
Marx characterizes the vital relationship between the pursuit of truth and 
the class struggle: 

In so far as Political Economy remains within the [bourgeois] horizon, in 
so far, i.e., as the capitalist regime is looked upon as the absolute final 
form of social production, instead of as a passing historical phase of its 
evolution, Political Economy can remain a science only so long as the class 
struggle is latent or manifests itself only in isolated and sporadic phenom¬ 
ena. [However, by 1830] in France and in England the bourgeoisie had 
conquered political power. Thenceforth, the class struggle, practically as 
well as theoretically, took on more and more outspoken and threatening 
forms. It sounded the knell of scientific bourgeois economy. It was thence¬ 
forth no longer a question, whether this theorem or that theorem was 
true, but whether it was useful to capital or harmful, expedient or inex¬ 
pedient, politically dangerous or not. In place of disinterested inquirers, 
there were hired prize fighters; in place of genuine scientific research, the 
bad conscience and the evil intent of apologetics.... The Continental rev¬ 
olution of 1848-9 also had its reaction in England. Men who still claimed 
some scientific standing and aspired to be something more than mere 
sophists and sycophants of the ruling classes, tried to harmonise the 
Political Economy of capital with the claims, no longer to be ignored, of 
the proletariat. Hence a shallow syncretism, of which John Stuart Mill is 
the best representative. It is a declaration of bankruptcy by bourgeois 
economy, an event on which the great Russian scholar and critic, N. 
Tschernyschewsky, has thrown the light of a master mind in his 
“Outlines of Political Economy According to Mill.” 49 
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In this sense, the pursuit of truth is deeply affected by the class strug¬ 
gle. It can be affected both in a negative and in a positive sense. For the 
question itself is inseparable from the objective determinations of class 
interest and the theoretically valid—or indeed false—evaluation of their 
own class position by the thinkers concerned in relation to the historically 
sustainable, or on the contrary historically retrograde, role of the social 
class whose vantage point they adopt under the circumstances of the 
sharpening class struggle. Accordingly, when in place of pursuing the 
question of truth with scientific integrity—in accordance with the 
requirements of genuine scientific research —they reduce their own theo¬ 
retical enterprise to “whether it was useful to capital or harmful, expedi¬ 
ent or inexpedient,” under the pressure of the sharpening class antago¬ 
nism and the corresponding vested interests of their class, they turn them¬ 
selves into apologists and “hired prize f ighters,” abandoning thereby the 
vocation once clearly visible in, and beneficial to, the field of social sci¬ 
ence in which they are active. This is how the classical political economy 
of capital’s ascending phase of development is transformed into the “vul¬ 
gar economy” (in Marx’s terminology) of the descending phase. 

In contrast to the negative impact of these determinations in political 
economy and in other fields of the social sciences, the unfolding and 
sharpening of the class struggle can also be positive for theoretical deve¬ 
lopment. For this reason it is impossible to imagine even the bare outlines 
of the Marxian approach, let alone its coherent synthesizing achieve¬ 
ments, without the earlier undreamed-of stage in the historically develop¬ 
ing class struggle—characterized at the time by the explosion of the deep¬ 
ening structural antagonisms of the system in the form of Europe-wide 
revolutions—without the epoch of socioeconomic and political ferment 
in which radically different theoretical insights had become feasible from 
a new vantage point. But again this question cannot be divorced from the 
objective historical viability and sustainability of the underlying social 
interests. This is why Marx insists in the same analysis of the necessary 
impact of the class struggle on the feasibility of lasting scientific achieve¬ 
ments that the criticism of the bourgeois economy, in order to be theoret¬ 
ically viable, must be closely linked to the appropriate (i.e., in an epochal 
sense viable) social interests. As Marx puts it: “So far as such criticism 
represents a class, it can only represent the class whose vocation in his- 
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tory is the overthrow of the capitalist mode of production and the final 
abolition of all classes—the proletariat.” 50 

Naturally, the cjuestion concerning the pursuit of truth applies also to 
the assessment of ideology. It is precisely that question which helps to 
draws the line of demarcation—in the sharpest possible way, in contrast 
to the confused obliteration of that important line of demarcation—bet¬ 
ween positively sustainable ideology on the one hand, and ideology as false 
consciousness on the other. 

Of course, the pursuit of truth is not the only criterion by which we 
judge the historical validity of a forward-looking ideology. It is a necessary 
requirement that must be complemented by others, even if ideology as 
false consciousness falls far short of its claimed self-justification already in 
view of the necessary absence of truth from its core. 

In this sense, one of the principal defining characteristics of ideology 
is that it is closely practice-oriented. No ideology can escape this kind of 
determination, arising from the historical conditions under which ideol¬ 
ogy, as a form of social consciousness, arises and must assert its claims to 
validity. This is so whether a particular ideology defines itself with regard 
to its fundamental value-orientation in the spirit of a forward-looking 
progressive vision, or, on the contrary, of a conservative retrograde view 
of the social order. For it happens to be an inescapable condition of our 
life that we live in—and have to confront the deep-seated problems and 
antagonisms of— class society. 

Marx’s way of highlighting the negative impact of the sharpening class 
struggle for the scientific potentialities of theories conceived from the 
vantage point of the ruling order—in contrast to less openly conflictual 
circumstances when “the class struggle is latent or manifests itself only in 
isolated and sporadic phenomena”—acquires its relevance on that 
inescapable historical ground. That ground is what radically separates 
positive emancipatory ideology —including the Marxian conception itself, 
passionately committed to the perspective of life made possible in the 
“new historic form”—from th e false consciousness of socially apologetic, 
and in our historical epoch inevitably capital-apologetic ideology, wedded 
to the “hired prize-fighting” defense and eternalized maintenance of a his¬ 
torically anachronistic, and under the now prevailing determinations also 
tangibly destructive, order of social metabolic reproduction. 


194 


SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND FORMS OF CONSCIOUSNESS 


Accordingly, ideology is the inescapable practical consciousness of 
class societies, concerned with the articulation and assertion of rival sets 
of values and strategies. Not for the sake of some pseudo-scientific 
“detached theoretical reflection,” and nothing else, self-delusorily fanta¬ 
sized about under the navel-gazing slogan of strictly “theoretical prac¬ 
tice,” but for the vital purpose of fighting out the fundamental conflict in 
the social arena, since the rival sets of values are inseparable from the 
objectively identifiable hegemonic alternatives of the given historical situ¬ 
ation. This is how the socialist vision —embodied in a practical way in 
labor’s historically sustainable hegemonic alternative to the established 
order, oriented with great programmatic precision toward the substantive 
equality of all social individuals in their radical confrontation with capi¬ 
tal’s hierarchical exploitative domination of society—firmly defines itself 
in class-conscious terms, embracing the class-determination of its man¬ 
date with defiant combativeness. Take away the class struggle from this 
picture—as all of the absurd projections of the “third way” attempted to 
do for a very long time, from the deceptive catchphrase of “people’s cap¬ 
italism” to its social democratic variants vainly propagandized in the 
course of the twentieth century—and you are left with nothing. 

In truth, the antagonistic class determinations of our existing social 
order make it impossible to run away from the stark reality of the struc¬ 
turally anchored epochal hegemonic conflict , no matter how insistently the 
various “pacificatory” ideologies are trying to impose such perspective 
on the masses of the people. This is why the fundamental issues of our 
epoch must find their manifestations in the practice-oriented “ideological 
forms in which men become conscious of this conflict and fight it 
out.” 51 And that way of drawing the fundamental line of demarcation must 
remain the case for as long as humanity continues to live under the struc¬ 
turally determined conflicts and antagonisms of class society. 

The role of ideology—as an integral part of the superstructure as 
such, in contrast to the crippling constraints of the capitalist historical 
specificity of the superstructure—can only change under radically differ¬ 
ent historical circumstances, in the sense in which it has been discussed 
in the last section, in the context of the dialectical relationship between 
the historical and the transhistorical aspects of the underlying issues. 
This is a matter not only of the vital objective structural determinations of 
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the historical process but at the same time of the conscious involvement of 
the social individuals in realizing the positive potentialities of the unfold¬ 
ing historical conditions without which the new structural order could 
not be envisaged. 

Understandably, the fundamental practical challenge for all those who 
identify themselves with a determinate set of values, whether conservative 
or progressive—including of course the values associated with an eman¬ 
cipatory vision of the envisaged alternative historical order—is how to 
fight out to a successful conclusion the major conflict in which the rival 
social forces are involved. Inevitably, the question of the interest pursued 
by the rival forces cannot be excluded from the assessment of the nature 
of the confrontation in question, with a view to judging the ideology of 
the contending classes. For the conflicting parties are materially, politi¬ 
cally, and ideologically interested in the outcome of their hegemonic con¬ 
frontation, asserting their position in favor of their own side, with all 
means at their disposal. 

However, this circumstance by itself does not turn their ideology into 
false consciousness. What decides the issue one way or another is the via¬ 
bility and sustainability (or not) of the position that the rival social forces 
occupy in the objective historical situation. And that cannot be a matter of 
peremptorily proclaimed and imposed self-interest but must have some 
objective ground. What transforms the ideology of capital’s personifica¬ 
tions into sharply pronounced false consciousness is the objectively pre¬ 
vailing historical anachronism of the social order itself whose untenable 
values they continue to assert at a critical juncture of their system’s 
descending phase of development. At a time, that is, when the once sus¬ 
tainable values of capital’s successful productive expansion have been 
turned by the objectively unfolding historical process itself into the dan¬ 
gerous counter-values of an increasingly destructive way of controlling the 
mode of social metabolic reproduction. 

This is why the question of truth must be eliminated from the picture 
by the “hired prizefighters” of capital, replaced by the narrow vested 
interests of their retrograde ideology articulated as false consciousness in 
place of the pursuit of genuine scientific research. What the “prizefight¬ 
ers” of capital, like Hayek, proclaim to be eternally valid under such cir¬ 
cumstances is a particularly regressive type of false consciousness that— 
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in Marx’s words—can assume even the form of “bad conscience and the 
evil intent of apologetics.” This is so not simply as a result of some more 
or less easily corrigible personal failure but because the capital system 
itself had actually lost its once progressive historical mandate in the 
course of the objectively prevailing sociohistorical development. Thus, 
because of the transformation of the capital system as such into a histori¬ 
cal anachronism which by its continued self-assertion, totally disregard¬ 
ing the consequences even in its impact on nature, threatens the very sur¬ 
vival of humankind, it is for this reason that the ideology of the personifi¬ 
cations of capital, whether they exercise their role as “captains of indus¬ 
try” or as “hired prizefighters” in the field of political economy, cannot be 
other than false consciousness. 

The same criterion of objective historical manda te applies to the eval¬ 
uation of the ideology of the rival social class that puts forward its claim 
and design for the institution of a sustainable alternative to capital’s repro¬ 
ductive order. Accordingly, also in the case of those who identify them¬ 
selves with the emancipatory values leading toward the “new historic 
form,” the validity of the ideology embraced by them for the purpose of 
fighting out the hegemonic conflict to its successful conclusion will 
depend on the position they occupy in the objectively unfolding course 
of development. 

Also in this regard the matter is decided on the ground of the objec¬ 
tively arising and challenging mandate and historical vocation of the 
social force called upon to institute a qualitatively different reproductive 
order. This means a historical mandate and vocation whereby the class 
opposed to capital defines its own ideology and emancipatory role in 
the sense not simply of overcoming its class antagonist, so as to 
entrench itself as the new ruling class in place of the defeated one, but 
by radically overcoming the historical anachronism of the control of 
societal reproduction on the structurally entrenched ground of antago¬ 
nistic and productively wasteful class divisions and confrontations. 
This is why Marx defines the nature of the only historically viable form 
of practical criticism by insisting that “so far as such criticism repre¬ 
sents a class, it can only represent the class whose vocation in history is 
the overthrow of the capitalist mode of production and the final aboli¬ 
tion of all classes —the proletariat.” 
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No doubt the historical role of a progressive social force cannot be 
abstracted from the evaluation and appreciation of what is involved in the 
practical realization of its self-interest. Indeed, the ideology of the class of 
labor fighting for its own emancipation cannot be even imagined without 
the effective exercise of such vital self-interest. Without it the advocacy of 
that ideology could amount to nothing more than some abstract specula¬ 
tive rhetorics, convincing nobody and achieving absolutely nothing. 
However, the fundamental issue in this respect is whether the self-interest 
in cjuestion excludes the legitimate interest of others or, on the contrary, is 
capable of embracing and enhancing them in the course of its own com¬ 
bative emancipatory self-assertion, as an integral part of the overall per¬ 
spective guiding its own way of “fighting out the conflict.” And that is, 
again, a matter of what is objectively realizable by capital’s historical antag¬ 
onist through the potentialities of the unfolding process. For the viability 
of the overall perspective adopted by capital’s historical antagonist 
implies carrying alongside itself all those forces with which a common 
cause can be positively maintained in the course of the envisaged consti¬ 
tution of the “new historic order,” in affinity with its own vision of the sus¬ 
tainable hegemonic alternative. 

In view of the irreversible historical anachronism of the capital system 
that instituted the most sophisticated form of class exploitation in history, 
hitting in our time the buffers of its once overwhelmingly successful pro¬ 
ductive horizon, it is imperative to find a radically different solution to the 
assertion of the structurally prejudged self-interest of the ruling order, in 
opposition to the known forms of exploitative vested interest. But the only 
way to bring to a common denomina tor the genuine self-interest of the now 
subjected class of labor and the general interest of society as a whole—on 
the basis of the objectively unfolding historical development, beyond the 
antagonisms of the capital system’s destructive second-order media¬ 
tions—is by instituting the substantive equality of all social individuals 
feasible only in a classless society. 

This means instituting substantive equality not as an abstract specula¬ 
tive desideratum but as the historical mandate and vocation emerging with 
practical force from the objective trends of development of the societal 
reproductive relations. The attained level of development in our time 
makes the institution of a productive order based on substantive equality 
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possible, provided drat this qualitatively different productive order is con¬ 
sciously planned and managed by the associated producers. At the same 
time, the destructive antagonisms and the catastrophic wastefulness of cap¬ 
ital’s irreversible historical anachronism makes the institution of that kind 
of social metabolic control also necessary. This is why the type of ideology 
“fighting out the conflict” toward that end, inasmuch as it is conscious of 
its essential transformatory mandate, cannot be identified with false 
consciousness. Only the crudest form of mechanical reductionism can 
equate ideology in general with false consciousness. For it is precisely the 
objective ground of tangible sociohistorical determination, in its insepara¬ 
bility from the dynamically unfolding trends of development, that force¬ 
fully counterposes the positive nature of emancipatory ideology to the nec¬ 
essary false consciousness of all ideology wedded to the cause of defending 
at all cost the interests of the established, historically anachronistic, order. 

The criteria of viability are thus defined in terms of the objective his¬ 
torical trends of development. The same criteria were used by Marx when 
he contrasted his understanding of the nature of the communist move¬ 
ment with the idealistic rhetorics of Feuerbach and others. Fie talked 
about this problem already in one of his earliest writings in the same spirit 
as we have seen him discussing it in Capital. This is how he put it then: 
“Communism is for us not a state of affairs which is to be established, an 
ideal to which reality [will] have to adjust itself. We call communism the 
real movement which abolishes the present state of things. The condi¬ 
tions of this movement result from the now existing premise.” 52 

Admittedly, the difficulties that need to be overcome include the 
weighty circumstance, put into relief by Marx, that since the ruling class 
controls the means of material production it can also control the means of 
intellectual production. Accordingly, “The ideas of the ruling class are in 
every epoch the ruling ideas.” 53 Flowever, the control of intellectual pro¬ 
duction by the ruling class, no matter how powerful it might be under 
determinate sociohistorical circumstances in material and political terms, 
can never be absolute. Marx’s revolutionary lifework itself is a clear 
demonstration of this important—and for the ruling order rather uncom¬ 
fortable—truth. 

The domination of the ideas of the ruling class cannot be absolute 
precisely because the objectively unfolding trends of historical transfer- 
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mation—which greatly enhance the productive potentialities of the capi¬ 
tal system in its ascending phase of development—make that impossible 
when the modality of capital’s “productive destruction” is objectively 
turned into destructive production at the stage when the same system 
reaches its irreversible historical anachronism. Nevertheless, even under 
such historical circumstances the required fundamental change cannot be 
accomplished without bringing into play the active role of ideology. To be 
sure, ideology not as false consciousness, but as the emancipatory ideol¬ 
ogy deeply engaged in the pursuit of truth. Indeed, the form of ideology 
engaged in the pursuit of truth as the necessary condition for “fighting 
out the conflict to its successful conclusion,” in the interest of establish¬ 
ing a historically sustainable social reproductive order. 


4.4 Radical Transformation of the Legal 
and Political Superstructure 

Several aspects of the necessary “withering away of the state,” as envi¬ 
saged by Marx, are discussed in the last chapter of this book. In the pres¬ 
ent context only the most comprehensive dimension of the complex of 
problems to which the historically specific issues of the capitalist state 
belong can be focused upon. This is done in direct relationship to the 
central theme of the present chapter, concerned with the dialectical 
interchange between the material transformations and the ideological 
forms. For it is precisely such dialectical interchange that sets the overall 
historical boundaries within which the unavoidable challenge for the 
withering away of the state, through the radical transformation of the 
legal and political superstructure as a whole, must be faced and accom¬ 
plished in due course. 

As we know, the modern state was not formed as a result of some 
direct economic determination, as a mechanical superstructural outcrop, 
in conformity to a reductivist view of the supposedly one-sided material 
domination of society, as presented in the vulgar Marxist conception of 
these matters. Rather, it was dialectically constituted through its neces¬ 
sary reciprocal interaction with capital’s highly complex material ground. 
In this sense, the state was not only shaped by the economic foundations 
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of society, but it was also most actively shaping the multifaceted reality of 
capital’s reproductive manifestations throughout their historical transfor¬ 
mations, both in the ascending and in the descending phase of deve¬ 
lopment of the capital system. 

We have also seen that in this complex dialectical process of recipro¬ 
cal interchange the historical and the transhistorical determinations have 
been closely intertwined , 54 even if in the course of the capital system’s 
descending phase of development we had to witness a growing violation 
of the historical dialectic, especially under the impact of the deepening 
structural crisis. For the defense of the established mode of societal 
reproduction at all cost, no matter how wasteful and destructive its impact 
by now even on nature, can only underscore the historical anachronism 
and the corresponding untenability of a once all-powerful mode of pro¬ 
ductive societal reproduction, which tries to extend its power in a “glob¬ 
alized form” at a time when the absolute systemic limits 55 of capital are 
being activated on a global scale. 

Moreover, the fact that the historical phase of modern imperialism 
that used to prevail prior to and during the Second World War—a form of 
imperialism in which a number of rival powers asserted themselves in the 
world, in contention with one another, as theorized by Lenin during the 
First World War—is now replaced by the global hegemonic imperialism of 
the United States of America, attempting to impose itself everywhere as 
the global state of the capital system in general, does not solve any of the 
underlying contradictions at all. On the contrary, it can only highlight the 
gravity of the dangers inseparable from the structural crisis of capital’s 
mode of controlling societal reproduction. For the imposition of global 
hegemonic imperialism of our time by the now dominant military power 
is no less untenable in the longer run than the traditional imperialist state 
rivalry that produced two devastating world wars in the twentieth cen¬ 
tury. Far from successfully constituting the state of the capital system in 
general, as a vain attempt to remedy capital’s great historic failure on that 
score, the global hegemonic imperialism of the United States, with its 
growing military domination of the planet as an aggressive nation-state, 
the present phase of imperialism is the potentially deadliest one. 

As mentioned already, in the course of the capital system’s historical 
unfolding the legal and political superstructure assumed an ever more 


MATERIAL TRANSFORMATIONS AND IDEOLOGICAL FORMS 


201 


preponderant role. The present phase of global hegemonic imperialism is 
the most extreme manifestation of that, marking at the same time the end 
of a, for the time being practicable, but in the longer run absolutely unten¬ 
able, road, given the still prevailing relation of forces in which some coun¬ 
tries with massive population and matching military potential, including 
China, are marginalized. For nothing could be more preponderant in 
terms of its domination of all aspects of social life—from the elementary 
conditions of material reproduction and their grave impact on nature all 
the way to the most mediated forms of intellectual production—than the 
operation of a state system that directly and indirectly threatens the whole 
of humanity with the fate of self-destruction. Even a return to the formerly 
experienced violent state confrontations is feasible in the not too distant 
future, which would certainly terminate human life on this planet, if the 
destructive antagonisms of the capital system are not resolved in a histor¬ 
ically sustainable way within the time still at our disposal. Accordingly, 
only a qualitative transformation of the established legal and political 
superstructure in its entirety, together with the radical restructuring of its 
no longer viable material ground, can show a way out of this blind alley. 
This means an all-embracing transformation which is conceivable only in 
the spirit of the envisaged socialist hegemonic alternative to capital’s 
mode of social metabolic control. 

The historically specific and necessarily transient, no matter how pre¬ 
ponderant, legal and political superstructure of capital emerged in the 
course of systemic development in conjunction with some vital structural 
requirements of the unfolding overall societal complex. 

In sharp contrast to the feudal type of material productive and politi¬ 
cal relationship that had to be replaced by the capital system, a direct 
political control of the countless particular productive units—the locally 
articulated microcosms of the newly developing material ground, with its 
abstract and “free” labor force (i.e., abstract also in the sense of being 
propertyless, because totally deprived of the means of production, and 
“free” in its concomitant hierarchical structural determination of being 
forced by economic compulsion, and not by direct political bondage, to put 
its labor power at the service of the new productive system)—was neither 
feasible nor conducive to the irresistible process of capital expansion. It 
was controlled in a most contradictory way by the individual “personifi- 
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cations of capital ” 56 as masters of their particular enterprises, who, how¬ 
ever, could by no means control, as individual capitalists acting in the eco¬ 
nomic domain, the capital system as a whole. 

Thus in the course of historical development we witnessed the emer¬ 
gence of an inherently centrifugal material productive system in which 
the particular microcosms dynamically interacted with one another, and 
with society as a whole, by following their self-oriented and self-expan¬ 
sionary capital interests. This kind of productive practice was, of course, 
fictionalized in the form of the claimed “sovereignty” of capital’s individ¬ 
ual personifications, and even idealized as late as the last third of the eigh¬ 
teenth century by one of the greatest political economists of all time, 
Adam Smith, with the naive stipulative suggestion according to which it 
was necessary to exclude the politicians from the reproductive logic of the 
system, since the system itself was supposed to function insuperably well 
under the beneficial guidance of the mythical “invisible hand.” However, 
no fictional postulate of “entrepreneurial sovereignty,” nor indeed the ide¬ 
alized projection of the mysterious, yet by definition necessarily and for¬ 
ever successful “invisible hand,” could in actuality remedy the structural 
defect of the capital system’s productive microcosms: their self-oriented 
and self-asserting centrifugality, devoid of a systemically tenable 
overall/totalizing cohesion. 

This is where we can clearly see the necessary reciprocal interrelation¬ 
ship between the unfolding and systemically consolidating material repro¬ 
ductive ground of capital and its historically specific state formation. For 
it was inconceivable that the new modality of reproduction, with its inher¬ 
ently centrifugal material productive microcosms, should be able to con¬ 
solidate itself in actuality as a comprehensive system, without acquiring an 
appropriate cohesive dimension. At the same time, it was no less incon¬ 
ceivable that the required totalizing/cohesive dimension—the answer to 
the objective imperative to remedy in some way, no matter how problem¬ 
atically, the structural defect of potentially most disruptive centrifugality— 
should be able to emerge from the direct materiality of the productive 
practices pursued by the individual personifications of capital in the par¬ 
ticular economic microcosms. 

As far as the material productive units of capital were concerned, the 
size of the enterprises was (and remains) of secondary importance in this 
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respect. As we know only too well, even in our time the giant quasi- 
inonopolistic transnational corporations, characterized by an extremely 
high degree of the centralization of capital, retain the severe structural 
defect in question. Thus, given the insuperably centrifugal determination 
of capital’s material productive microcosms, only the modern state could 
assume and fulfill the required vital function of being the overall com¬ 
mand structure of the capital system. The cohesive dimension, without 
which even the potentially most dynamic type of productive units could 
not constitute a sustainable reproductive system, was therefore acquired 
by capital’s mode of controlling societal reproduction in this historically 
specific and unique form. 

Accordingly, the critically important process of capital expansion— 
not simply with regard to the increasing size of the particular productive 
units but, much more importantly, in terms of the ever more intensive 
penetration of the new reproductive principles, with the unchallengeable 
domination of exchange-value over use-value, together with its fundamen¬ 
tal corollaries 57 —into every domain, was made possible through this 
reciprocal interchange between the economic microcosms and the legal 
and political superstructure, producing thereby capital’s mode of social 
metabolic reproduction in its integrality as a cohesive overall system. 
Naturally, the dialectical reciprocity had to prevail in the other direction 
also, through the dynamic transformation and massive expansion of ca¬ 
pital’s state formation itself. 

Such transformation and expansion of the legal and political super¬ 
structure had to take place parallel to the growing centralization and con¬ 
centration of capital in the economic microcosms. For this kind of—in 
terms of its self-serving expansionary logic in principle unlimitable— 
economic expansion could not help putting ever greater requirements on 
the all-embracing political dimension of this historically unique modality 
of social metabolic control. In this sense the modern capitalist state was 
expected to favorably respond, in a most active way, to the apparently 
unlimitable expansionary demands emanating from the material basis of 
societal reproduction. 

The state was required to fulfill its dynamic—and, despite all neolib¬ 
eral mythology of “pushing back the boundaries of the state,” increasingly 
more directly interventionist role during the descending phase of the cap- 
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ital system’s development—in accordance with its own logic. And that 
logic could only amount to ever greater legal/political, and even military 
(hence in the case of the most powerful states inevitably imperialist), pre¬ 
ponderance. Moreover, this kind of development could be readily 
imposed on society only for as long as fulfilling the state’s all-encroaching 
role, with its reciprocal interchange with capital’s material ground, was 
practicable under the globally prevailing circumstances. That is what had 
to be rendered untenable in our time through the direct military danger 
of humanity’s self-destruction, on the one hand, and through the ongoing 
destruction of nature, on the other. 

However, well before the activation of capital’s absolute limits, in 
close conjunction with the—in earlier historical epochs inconceivable— 
development of the material reproductive units of the system, the modern 
state had acquired an ever greater importance and dynamism of its own. 
In this important sense, as a most powerful articulation and assertion of 
its own logic, the historically unfolding modern capitalist state cannot be 
abstracted from the reciprocal determinations and the objective 
dynamism of the developing capital system as a whole. Accordingly, the 
ever more powerful modern state is intelligible in its historical emergence 
and transformations only as constituting an organic unity with the system 
as a whole, inseparably from its continuing interrelationship with the con¬ 
stantly expanding material reproductive domain. 

This is the tangible reality of capital’s advancement, sustainable 
throughout the ascending phase of its systemic development as a dynamic 
reproductive order. Indeed, it cannot be stressed strongly enough: the 
unfolding productive development of the capital system was a historic 
advancement that would be inconceivable without the massive contribu¬ 
tion by the legal and political superstructure to the all-embracing struc¬ 
tural determinations of the system as a whole. 

However, it must be kept in mind that the earlier mentioned ten¬ 
dency of capital’s legal and political superstructure to acquire an all- 
pervasive preponderance was an essential condition of the same 
advancement right from the beginning. Nor can we ignore the necessary 
corollary of this type of systemic development. Namely, that the ten¬ 
dency to all-pervasive preponderance ultimately had to run out of con¬ 
trol, carrying with it great problems for the future. For the impact of the 
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tendentially all-encroaching legal and political superstructure on over¬ 
all societal development was very different in the two contrasting phases 
of historical transformation. 

In the ascending phase of capital’s development the remedy offered to 
the structural defect of centrifugality of the particular material reproduc¬ 
tive units—by the state providing the missing cohesive dimension in the 
form of a most dynamic overall political command structure— objectively 
enhanced the positive expansionary potentialities of the system in its 
entirety. Paradoxically, the state’s growing appetite for the appropriation 
of significant amounts of resources, in the interest of its own enlargement, 
was for a long historical period an integral part of this reproductive 
dynamics, in that it was beneficial to the internal material expansion as 
well as to the global extension of capital’s social metabolic order. 

By contrast, in the descending phase of the capital system the ulti¬ 
mately incurable negative constituents of this kind of state-imperatival 
involvement and the corresponding transformation of societal reproduc¬ 
tion have become ever more dominant, and with regard to their growing 
wastefulness and destructiveness totally untenable in the longer run. 
Imposing such wastefulness and destructiveness on society under the 
now prevailing circumstances, while brushing aside all concern about the 
consequences, would be impossible without the most active, and often 
directly authoritarian, role of the capitalist state. The earlier mentioned 
direct state interventionism in the economy on a growing scale, and the 
escalating military adventurism justified under false pretenses, are the 
necessary manifestations of the underlying contradictions. This is why 
the radical transformation of the legal and political superstructure is a 
vital requirement for the constitution of a historically sustainable hege¬ 
monic alternative to the capital system. 

We have seen earlier how forcefully capital’s legal and political super¬ 
structure encroached upon, and continues to dominate, every domain of 
social consciousness . 58 The various practical discourses without which 
societal reproduction could not function at all are now closely linked to 
and deeply affected by the overpowering determinations of the legal and 
political superstructure. In this sense the cause of human emancipation 
inevitably requires also the liberation of the various practical discourses 
from the severe limitations imposed upon them, on the basis of capital’s 
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vested interests, by the increasingly preponderant legal and political 
superstructure itself. 

That goes not only for the need to emancipate moral, political and 
aesthetic discourse 59 from their domination by state-imperatival determi¬ 
nations, but also for religious discourse and liberation theology, that is, 
liberation theology committed to fighting for the emancipation of the 
countless millions of the exploited and the oppressed. Marx’s remark 
about religion is often deliberately quoted in a truncated form, cynically 
omitting the continuation of his words on “the opiate of the people,” 
when he strongly underscores that religion is “ the heart of a heartless 
world? That role of religion is what makes it possible for socialists to cre¬ 
ate common ground with liberation theologians who try to live up to the 
requirement of uniting theory and practice, in the Marxian sense of not 
only interpreting but also changing the world, by dedicating themselves 
to the cause of human emancipation in our heartless world. 

The increasingly negative role of the legal and political superstructure 
in the material reproductive processes, prevailing in the course of the cap¬ 
ital system’s descending phase of development, is not only obvious but 
also most dangerous. For it affects directly, in the literal sense of the term, 
the prospects of humanity’s survival. The historical unfolding of monop¬ 
olistic imperialism in the descending phase clearly indicates the perilous 
nature of these developments, including the two world wars of the twen¬ 
tieth century, in addition to countless smaller ones, and the ultimate dan¬ 
ger of total human annihilation if the system’s antagonistic contradictions 
are not overcome in the not too distant future. 

Moreover, in our time the capitalist state is even the direct purchaser 
of the catastrophically wasteful destructive production of the military- 
industrial complex. In this way the modern state of the capital system not 
only facilitates (by means of its growing legislative jungle) but also hypo¬ 
critically legitimates the most fraudulent—and of course immensely prof¬ 
itable—capital expansion of militarist production in the name of the 
“national interest.” 

Contrary even to the most elementary economic rationality, it does 
not seem to matter to the personifications of capital today that global 
material bankruptcy looms large at the end of such a road. For, in tune 
with it, they are already bent on imposing moral and political bankruptcy 
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on society, in the form of the system’s counter-values even in the form of 
genocidal wars, for the sake of eternalizing capital’s historically no longer 
tenable domination. Thus, totally false priorities of direct military 
destruction must prevail, under the false pretenses decreed by the pre¬ 
ponderant state, together with the ongoing destruction of nature. 
Moreover, as a bitter irony, humanity is forced to suffer in our time even 
the callously imposed global food crisis, with the prospect of causing the 
starvation of countless millions, at the peak of capital’s productive develop¬ 
ment. This is the dehumanizing reality of the established order’s “all¬ 
round beneficial globalization,” putting into relief the completion of cap¬ 
ital’s destructive full circle. 

The radical transformation of the legal and political superstructure 
can only be accomplished in its actually developing historical perspective 
by countering the destructive antagonisms of the established order as a 
mode of social metabolic reproduction from the standpoint of its feasible 
hegemonic alternative. 

The accomplishment of this task requires, in due course and on a 
continuing basis, the conscious management of the totality of societal 
reproductive practices to be able to overcome the boundless irrationality 
of the now existing order. For the unique way in which the structural 
defect of centrifugality had been managed in the course of capital’s histor¬ 
ical development could only mean the complete alienation of the powers 
of overall decision making from the social individuals. 

There could be no exception to that. The state-imperatival overall 
decision making of the capital system, as a most problematical remedy to 
centrifugality that in due course had to run out of control, was in no way 
the realization of the comprehensive vision of a conscious social subject. 
On the contrary, it was the necessary imposition of an objective, but in 
the final analysis blind, structural imperative —the lopsided reflection 
and self-serving preservation of the underlying structural defect —in 
antagonistic opposition to the only feasible real subject of historically 
sustainable societal reproduction, labor . 60 Even the particular economic 
personifications of capital had to be strictly mandated to carry out the 
structural imperatives of their system. For in the event of failing to do so, 
they would quickly find themselves marginalized in, and—as bankrupt 
“surplus to requirements”—even completely ejected from, the material 
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reproduction process. Thus, the modern state, in its inseparability from 
the necessary material ground of the capital system as such, had to be the 
paradigm of alienation regarding the powers of comprehensive/totalizing 
decision making. 

Since the combined totality of the material reproductive determina¬ 
tions and the all-embracing political command structure of the modern 
state together constitute the overpowering reality of the capital system, it 
is necessary to submit to a radical critique the complex interdetermina- 
tions of the entire system in order to be able to envisage a historically sus¬ 
tainable societal change. This means that the historically specific overall 
material articulation of the capital system must be qualitatively changed, 
through a laborious process of comprehensive restructuring, no less than 
its corresponding multifaceted political dimension. Fulfilling the task of a 
coherent socialist transformation of the direct materiality of the estab¬ 
lished order is absolutely vital in this respect. 

The necessary radical transformation of capital’s preponderant legal 
and political superstructure is not conceivable in any other way. Partial 
political changes, including even the legislative expropriation of the pri¬ 
vate capitalist expropriators of the fruits of labor, can constitute only the 
first step in the envisaged direction. For such measures are more or less 
easily reversible, in the interest of capitalist restoration, if the combined 
totality of the deep-rooted—direct material as well as the corresponding 
but highly mediated political—interdeterminations of the system are dealt 
with in a politically reduced voluntaristic way, even if that kind of 
approach is pursued under the weight of difficult historical circum¬ 
stances. Our painful historical experience in the twentieth century pro¬ 
vided an unmistakable warning in that regard. 

In our own time we see a particularly damaging symbiosis between the 
legal/political framework and the material productive as well as the finan¬ 
cial dimension of the established order, managed often with utterly cor¬ 
rupt practices by the privileged personifications of capital. For no matter 
how transparently corrupt such practices might be, they are fully in tune 
with the institutionalized counter-values of the system, and therefore 
legally cjuite permissible, thanks to the facilitating role of the state’s 
impenetrable legislative jungle in the financial domain. Fraudulence, in a 
great variety of its practicable forms, is the normality of capital. Its 


MATERIAL TRANSFORMATIONS AND IDEOLOGICAL FORMS 


209 


extremely destructive manifestations are by no means confined to the 
operation of the military-industrial complex. By now the direct role of the 
capitalist state in the parasitic world of finance is not only fundamentally 
important, in view of its forbiddingly all-pervasive magnitude, but also 
potentially catastrophic. 

The gravity of this fact has been recently highlighted by the monu¬ 
mental financial crisis in the United States of America in the banking and 
mortgage sector (in June-July 2008), including the vainly camouflaged 
bankruptcy and the de facto default of some giant companies, like Bear 
Stearns, Indy Mac Bancorp of California, and, above all, Fannie Mae 
(founded as the rock of the more affordable and safe housing enterprise 
during Roosevelt’s presidency, in 1938) and Freddie Mac. Under the 
present circumstances of crisis even the customarily most apologetic and 
hypocritical economic and political weekly magazine of London, The 
Economist, has been forced to concede that “At Fannie and Freddie— 
and, shockingly at the investment banks— the profits were privatized, hut 
the risks were socialised .” 61 

At the same time, this is how The Economist tries to justify in a trans¬ 
parently cynical but utterly ridiculous way the massive state intervention 
that runs counter to all neoliberal self-mythology: 

Capitalism rests on a clear principle: those who get the profits should 
take the pain. For the system to work, bankers sometimes need to lose 
their jobs and investors their shirts. Yet were a collapsing Bear Sterns or 
Fannie Mae to sow destruction/br the sake of a principle, it would impose 
a terrible price in lost jobs and output on everyone else. The unpalatable 
truth is that by the time a financial crisis hits, the state often has to com¬ 
promise —to impose as much pain as it can, of course, but to shoulder a 
large part of the losses nonetheless. 62 

The total hypocrisy of talking about “principle” while dangling in 
front of the reader The Economist’s own bleeding heart about “job 
losses,” which are supposed to quickly justify discarding the—utterly fic¬ 
titious, for never really observed—“clear principle of capitalism”! It 
shows the unquestioning subservience of the ideological “hired prize 
fighters of capital” (in Marx’s words) to their system. Even the use of the 
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words “compromise” and “of course” is revealing. For the state’s so- 
called “compromise” over dishing out pain “of course,” and at the same 
time shouldering “a large part of the losses”—as if the state had a pocket 
filled with the fruits of its own productive efforts—“gently” avoids to men¬ 
tion, or rather, characteristically diverts attention from, the question of 
who suffers the pain, and who really pays for the losses, both for the mas¬ 
sive financial losses and for the concomitant even greater job losses in the 
capitalist economy as a whole. This time really of course neither the 
bankers, nor the giant U.S. mortgage companies, like Fannie Mae and 
Freddie Mac (which were corruptly supported and generously supplied 
with profitable guarantees by the American state’s legislative jungle in the 
first place, as well as through the personal services of political corrup¬ 
tion) 63 and least of all the capitalist state itself. The burden for the grow¬ 
ing pain and for the monumental losses must be carried by the great 
masses of the people. 

Under the circumstances of the capital system’s deepening structural 
crisis , understandably but in no way justifiably, without the most active 
facilitating and supporting role of the capitalist state, in its pronounced 
symbiotic relationship with the incorrigible material framework of destruc¬ 
tive production in every domain, including the parasitic world of financial 
speculation, the extremely problematical reality of the now ruling social 
metabolic order could not be maintained in dominance for any length of 
time. Its explosive contradictions erupt from time to time even in the form 
of headline catching scandals with global ramifications, like the notorious 
case of Enron, as well as in major economic crises threatening the “melt¬ 
down” of the international financial system. However, we have seen so far 
only the tip of the colossal iceberg under the water level of capital’s poi¬ 
sonous sea. No wonder, therefore, that as a rejoinder to the latest spectac¬ 
ular crisis “traders in the credit-default swaps market have recently made 
bets on the unthinkable: that America may default on its debt .” 64 Such 
traders react even to events of this nature and gravity the only possible 
way they can: squeezing profit out of it. 

The trouble for the capital system is, though, that the default of Am¬ 
erica is not unthinkable at all. On the contrary, it is—and it has been for 
a very long time—a coming certainty. This is why I wrote many years 
ago that 
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In a world of financial insecurity nothing suits better the practice of gam¬ 
bling with astronomical and criminally unsecured sums on the world’s 
stock exchanges—foreshadowing an earthquake of magnitude 9 or 10 on 
the Financial Richter Scale—than to call the enterprises which engage in 
such gambling ''''Securities Management”; ... When exactly and in what 
form—of which there can be several, more or less brutal, varieties—the 
U.S. will default on its astronomical debt, cannot he seen at this point in 
time. There can be only two certainties in this regard. The first is that the 
inevitability of the American default will deeply affect everyone on this 
planet. And the second, that the preponderant hegemonic power posi¬ 
tion of the U.S. will continue to be asserted in every way, so as to make 
the rest of the world pay for the American debt for as long as it is capable 
of doing. 65 

Naturally, the aggravating problem today is that the rest of the world— 
even with the historically most ironical massive Chinese contribution to 
the balance sheet of the American Treasury—is less and less capable of 
filling the “black hole” produced on an ever-growing scale by America’s 
insatiable appetite for debt financing, as demonstrated by the global 
reverberations of the recent U.S. mortgage and bank crisis. This brings 
the necessary default of America, in one of its “more or less brutal vari¬ 
eties,” that much closer. 

The truth of this painful matter is that there can be no way out of these 
ultimately suicidal contradictions, which are inseparable from the imper¬ 
ative of endless capital expansion —arbitrarily and mystifyingly con¬ 
founded with growth as such —without radically changing our mode of 
social metabolic reproduction by adopting the much needed responsible 
and rational practices of the only viable economy. 66 However, this is where 
the overwhelming impediment of capital’s self-serving interdetermina¬ 
tions must be confronted. For the absolutely necessary adoption and the 
appropriate future development of the only viable economy is inconceiv¬ 
able without the radical transformation of the legal and political super¬ 
structure of our existing social order. 

To understand the great difficulties involved in attempting to over¬ 
come the vicious circle of capital’s self-serving interdeterminations, in 
their inseparability from the preponderant power of the legal and politi- 
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cal superstructure, the unique character and bewilderingly complex artic¬ 
ulation of this system must be put in its historical perspective. 

The formerly unimaginable dynamism of the capital system unfolded 
on the basis of the radical separation of productive activity from the pri¬ 
mary determinations of use and the corresponding degree of self-sujfici- 
ency in the former (feudal and earlier) reproductive units, in the interest of 
ever enlarged commodity exchange. This meant the total subordination of 
use-value to the unlimitable requirements of exchange-value without which 
generalized commodity production would be impossible. For the paradoxi¬ 
cal, and indeed in an ultimately untenable way contradictory nature of cap¬ 
ital’s mode of societal reproduction is that “all commodities are non-use- 
values for their owners, and use-values for their non-owner. Consequently 
they must all change hands. But this change of hands is what constitutes 
their exchange, and the latter puts them in relation with each other as val¬ 
ues. Hence commodities must be realised as values before they can be 
realised as use-values P 67 Inevitably, therefore, generalized commodity pro¬ 
duction is dominated by an abstract formalized value-relation that must be 
sustained on an appropriate economy-wide scale, as a vital condition of its 
operational feasibility and continued expansion. 

However, the earlier discussed structural defect of this societal repro¬ 
ductive order—the insuperable centrifugality of its economic micro¬ 
cosms— prevents the realization of the dominant value-relation on the 
necessary economy-wide scale, contradicting thereby capital’s systemic 
potentiality. For the value-relation must be in principle unlimitable in 
accordance with the innermost determinations of the unfolding capital 
system, so as to become a cohesive system. Thus, since the cohesion 
required cannot be achieved on the substantive basis of the self-expan¬ 
sionary material microcosms themselves, only the formal universality of 
the state imperatival determinations can complete capital’s mode of 
social metabolic reproduction as a system, thereby offering a way out 
from the contradiction of insuperable centrifugality. And even this unique 
way out is feasible only on a strictly temporary basis. Until, that is, the 
overall structural/systemic limits of this kind of societal reproduction are 
historically reached, both in terms of the necessary material requirements 
of its unlimitable self-expansionary productive microcosms (deeply 
affecting in a destructive way nature itself), as well as in relation to the 
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nationally constrained legal and political superstructure that brings the 
productive units together and drives them forward in its own way, as their 
comprehensive/totalizing power of decision making and condition of sys¬ 
temic advancement. 

However, the inexorable self-expansionary drive of the material pro¬ 
ductive units is not brought to a point of rest by being contained within 
the national boundaries. The wishful projection of unproblematical glob¬ 
alization, most powerfully promoted today by the United States as the 
dominant aggressive nation-state, is the manifestation of this contradic¬ 
tion, in view of capital’s historic failure to create the state of the capital sys¬ 
tem as such. But even if the existing nation-states could be somehow put 
under a common umbrella—by military force or by some kind of formal 
political agreement—that could only be ephemeral, leaving the underly¬ 
ing contradiction unresolved. For it would still maintain the innermost 
structural defect of the capital system—the necessary self-expansionary 
centrifugality of its material reproductive microcosms—in its place, 
totally devoid of an effective and cohesive operational rationality. Indeed, 
it would remove even the limited and fairly spontaneous negative cohesion 
in the face of an identified “common enemy,” generated within the partic¬ 
ular national boundaries on the basis of some shared interests and/or 
grievances, as demonstrated under the circumstances of a major emer¬ 
gency, like war. 

That kind of relatively spontaneous negative cohesion can be effective 
not only across class boundaries , as experienced in a disheartening way in 
which the European social democratic parties sided with their class 
antagonists at the outbreak of the First World War, but also among the 
otherwise competitively/adversarially related personifications of capital in 
positions of key economic command in the particular economic enter¬ 
prises, witnessed during the Second World War. 68 The relatively sponta¬ 
neous cohesive impact of facing the declared “common enemy” was 
attempted to be even morally justified, although in a most questionable 
way, in view of its destructive implications, by Hegel himself. He 
retorted—in undisguised ironical reference to Kant’s postulate of a 
League of Nations that was expected to guarantee world peace—by say¬ 
ing that “corruption in nations would be the product of prolonged, let 
alone ‘perpetual’ peace.” 69 
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In our time the major military undertaking in the name of the so- 
called “war on terror,” without a commensurate identifiable enemy, as 
pursued and imposed by the dominant imperialist nation-state of North 
America on others, lacks the ability to generate even the minimal negative 
cohesion among the populations of its dubiously “willing” partners; and 
in virtue of the untenable self-definition and justification of the real pur¬ 
pose behind such operations also among a most significant part of its own 
population. This is how the promotion of “beneficial globalization” 
reveals itself as the imperialist adventure of the militarily for the time 
being most powerful nation-state, in accordance with capital’s self-contra¬ 
dictory logic, putting into relief not an isolated and contingent develop¬ 
ment but a particularly grave manifestation of the deepening structural 
crisis of the established order of social metabolic reproduction. 

In their historical perspective the developments leading to this kind of 
perilous blind alley are inseparable from the fundamental contradiction 
manifest in the way in which the substantive is reduced to the formal in 
the capital system. To put it more precisely, capital’s systemic develop¬ 
ment necessarily involves the fetishistic reduction of the substantive deter¬ 
minations of objects and social relations into formally generalizable char¬ 
acteristics, both in the material reproductive domain and at the level of 
the corresponding legal and political superstructure. For that is the only 
way in which the self-oriented and self-asserting partiality of capital’s 
commodity relations, centrifugally operated in the productive micro¬ 
cosms —requiring in and through their interchanges the apparently absurd 
equation of incommensurability 70 —can be transformed into the pseudo¬ 
universality of the formally homogenized abstract value-relations coalesc¬ 
ing into a systemic macrocosm , 71 And all within the all-embracing frame¬ 
work of the modern capitalist state’s legal and political totalizing practices 
that rest on formal principles of claimed universal rationality. That is 
what Hegel proclaims to amount to “the rationality of actuality 

Hegel asserts: “The nation-state is mind in its substantive rationality 
and immediate actuality and is therefore the absolute power on earth. It 
follows that every state is sovereign and autonomous against its neigh¬ 
bours. It is entitled in the first place and without qualification to be sov¬ 
ereign from their point of view, i.e. to be recognized by them as sover¬ 
eign.” 72 However, he must introduce a qualification immediately by 
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adding that “this title is purely formal. . . and recognition is conditional 
on the neighbouring state’s judgement and will.” 73 

This solution of working with “purely formal” principles leaves the 
door wide open to the most violent effective denial of other nations’ sov¬ 
ereignty through war, fully approved by Hegel himself, in total agreement 
with the normal practice of capital’s inter-state relations up to the present 
time. And this is how Hegel rationalizes the most arbitrary practice of 
breaking the “purely formal” treaty obligations by the more powerful 
states at the expense of those they can subdue: 

A state through its subjects has widespread connexions and many-sided 
interests, and these may be readily and considerably injured; but it 
remains inherently indeterminable which of these injuries is to be 
regarded as a specific breach of treaty or as an injury to the honour and 
autonomy of the state. The reason for this is that a state may regard its 
infinity and honour as a stake in each of its concerns, however minute, 
and it is all the more inclined to susceptibility to injury the more its 
strong individuality is impelled as a result of long domestic peace to seek 
and create a sphere of activity abroad. 74 

Thus even one of the greatest thinkers of all history is pushed to the 
edge of cynical apologetics when he has to find justification for the crude 
violation of his own solemn principle: the unqualified sovereignty and 
unconditional autonomy of the nation-state. For he has to do that fully in 
tune with the colonial imperialist expansionary phase of the capital sys¬ 
tem’s development, decreeing that “Europe is absolutely the end of his¬ 
tory” and accepting the imposition of extreme forms of injury—imposed 
“in rational actuality”—on the weaker states. Characteristically, Hegel 
must adopt such a position when he formulates his monumental histori¬ 
cal conception from the vantage point of capital, with its state theory find¬ 
ing self-justification even for the most brutal deeds of the powerful on the 
ground of the “ inherently indeterminable injuries” which can be (and of 
course are) arbitrarily proclaimed by the “world historical nations.” 

Naturally, it is utterly incoherent to predicate the all-round beneficial 
condition of globalization and the permanence of peace required for it in 
positive international relations while maintaining, as we know from his- 
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torical experience, the unrestrainable self-expansionary dynamics of the 
capital system’s material reproductive basis. To introduce the required 
change in the domain of interstate relations, in order to realize the now 
absolutely imperative condition of safeguarding peace on a global scale, it 
would be necessary to radically reconstitute the elementary operative 
principles of the capital system’s material practices, from the smallest cells 
of the productive microcosms to the most comprehensive structures of 
transnational production and international trade, together with the entire 
legal and political framework of the modern state. Any other way of pro¬ 
jecting successful globalization and the concomitant enduring peace 
everywhere in the world is at best only a pipe dream. And that kind of rad¬ 
ical reconstitution of the operative principles of the capital system would 
require the transfer of the effective power of decision making to the social 
individuals on a substantive basis in all fields of activity. For capital’s pre¬ 
ponderant legal and political superstructure, which is incorrigible within 
its own terms of reference, as the failure of reformism amply demon¬ 
strated it in the course of the twentieth century, had been articulated right 
from the beginning on the basis of the same contradictory and ultimately 
quite untenable transformation of the substantive into the formal. 
Inevitably, that kind of transformation must prevail in every domain of the 
system’s material reproductive dimension, fatefully undermining in the 
end the historical process. Thus the necessary reconstitution of the his¬ 
torical dialectic is inconceivable without establishing and maintaining 
human relations on a sustainable ground, within the overall framework of 
a radically different mode of social metabolic reproduction. 

The dramatic expansion of production for exchange, under capital’s 
unfolding social order, was feasible only through the satisfaction of two 
vital conditions: 

1. The establishment of a general framework of operation for material 
production which would render possible, as a matter of everyday rou¬ 
tine, the profitable equalization of incommensurabilities everywhere, 
in tune with the great expansionary dynamism implicit in the radical 
shift from use-value to exchange-value under the new system. This 
shift made it possible to bring into the domain of profitable capital- 
expansion not only the virtually inexhaustible range of “artificial 


MATERIAL TRANSFORMATIONS AND IDEOLOGICAL FORMS 


217 


appetites” but even objects and relations formerly unimaginable to be 
subsumed under the determinations of “prosaic” commercial 
exploitation, including, among others, the creation and distribution of 
works of art. 

2. The political ability to secure the beneficial self-expansionary inter¬ 
changes of the particular productive microcosms among themselves, 
within the well-expandable and properly protected boundaries of the 
idealized market, in sharp contrast to the dangers of arbitrary interfer¬ 
ence encountered under the conditions of “feudal anarchy.” The con¬ 
stitution of the modern nation-state , and the final articulation of its 
inherent logic within the framework of imperialist rivalry —ultimately 
exploding in the form of two devastating world wars—was the neces¬ 
sary consequence of the underlying process. 

With regard to the first vital condition, the apparently insoluble pro¬ 
blem of incommensurability defeated even a giant of philosophy like 
Aristotle. He perceived with great insight the contradiction inherent in 
the postulated equalization of incommensurabilities well before a per¬ 
verse but fetishistically working solution could be provided for it. That 
kind of solution had been instituted through the practically dominant 
reductive transformation of the virtually infinite variety of use-values into 
the abstract determinations of uniformly manipulable value, under the 
conditions of generalized commodity production many centuries later. 

Aristotle’s defeat in this respect was unavoidable, despite the fact that 
he was “the first to analyze so many forms, whether of thought, society, or 
nature, and amongst them also the form of value.” 75 For Aristotle, whose 
basic category was substance, found it impossible to come to terms with 
the mystifying problem of the formalized equalization of substantively/ 
qualitatively incommensurable objects. The idea of equalization objec¬ 
tively grounded on the labor power of politically equal human beings was 
well beyond the horizon of thinkers even of his greatness in a productive 
order based on slavery. 76 Thus Aristotle had to conclude his reflections 
on the subject of equalizing a house with five beds (the example he used) 
by saying somewhat naively that it is “in reality impossible that such 
unlike things can be qualitatively commensurable, i.e., qualitatively equal. 
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Such an equalization can only be something foreign to their real nature, 
consequently only ‘a makeshift for practical purposes.' 1 '"’ 11 

Another fundamental reason why Aristotle could not contemplate 
the equalization of incommensurabilities was his concept of the human 
being as a “zoon politikon” —a social animal—which implied the neces¬ 
sary integration of humans in their society. This vision could not have 
been in greater contrast to the image of the isolated individual fit for the 
proper operation of generalized commodity production. Such produc¬ 
tion was feasible only on the ground of the homogenizing reduction of 
productive human beings—with their qualitative/substantive determina¬ 
tions—to the condition of quantitatively commensurable abstract labor. 
In that way the particular individuals could be conveniently inserted into 
the— economically forced but formally equitable—contractual framework 
of capital’s social reproductive order. For characteristically in that order 
the capitalists and the workers, as isolated individuals, were supposed to 
enjoy a fictional “equality as buyers and sellers,” when in actuality they 
occupied radically different power positions in the process of societal 
reproduction. 

Yet their social positions were rationalized as being formally/cont¬ 
ractually equal from the vantage point and in the interest of the unfolding 
capital relation, in the spirit of the abstract “Rights of Man.” Accordingly, 
in capital’s material reproductive microcosms, thanks to the reduction of 
living human beings to the condition of abstract labor, the practical com- 
mensurability of the qualitatively incommensurable use values—by tur¬ 
ning them into abstract quantifiable value—became possible not as a 
dubious “makeshift for practical purposes” but as fully in keeping with 
the law of value. In this way abstract labor became both the objective 
ground and the measure by which the equalization of incommensurabili¬ 
ties could be operated, dynamically subordinating the production of use- 
value to the requirements of exchange-value in the fetishistic interest of 
ongoing capital expansion. 

This is how the first vital condition for the dramatic expansion of pro¬ 
duction for exchange—and therewith the required subsumption and 
domination of use-value by exchange-value—has been satisfied through 
the sustainable equalization of incommensurabilities in capital’s socio¬ 
economic order. 
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Fulfilling the second vital condition mentioned above—the political 
ability to secure the beneficial self-expansionary interchanges of the par¬ 
ticular productive microcosms among themselves—was equally impor¬ 
tant for the development of capital’s new modality of production as a 
coherent system. 

Understandably, the necessary boundaries within which the inter¬ 
nally/materially unconstrainable expansionary dynamics was expected to 
be maintained on a continuing basis had to be forcefully secured and pro¬ 
tected from intrusion from outside. At the same time, some protection and 
stabilization had to be provided also internally, against the potentially most 
disruptive consequences of avoidable encroachment by the self-asserting 
economic microcosms on each other. For in the absence of such all-round 
beneficial protection some considerable damage would be suffered within 
the locally and nationally circumscribed boundaries—well-protected boun¬ 
daries that were, of course, highly relevant for the establishment and for the 
consolidation of the markets required for expansion in the first place—by 
the weaker constituents of the capital system’s productive microcosms. The 
emerging and ubiquitously expanding nation-state of the capital system was 
the obvious legal and political framework and the most appropriate direct 
as well as indirect promoter of such developments. 

To be sure, these dynamic developments of generalized commodity 
production—which were, thanks to the modern nation-state’s all-em¬ 
bracing and constantly growing legislative network, as a matter of para¬ 
mount importance, not only forcefully protected against intrusion from 
abroad, but also increasingly regulated in the interest of internal cohe¬ 
sion—historically unfolded through the dialectical reciprocity of the mate¬ 
rial reproductive domain and the legal and political superstructure of the 
capital system. 

Transformations of this magnitude were inconceivable in earlier peri¬ 
ods of history. Moreover, socioeconomic developments of this kind 
would be also in their own more advanced setting totally unintelligible 
without the ongoing reciprocal interchange of the forces involved in shap¬ 
ing the relevant changes of the overall system—as an organic framework 
of all-embracing societal reproduction in which the various parts strongly 
sustain one another—across history. At the same time, in view of the fact 
that the internally unrestrainable new material reproductive system of 
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generalized commodity production could not be maintained in existence 
without its dramatic expansion on a continuing basis, it was also incon¬ 
ceivable to confine the corresponding legal and political framework of the 
modern nation-state to anything less than a comparably dynamic form of 
unrestrainable power relations. 

Thus the state was essential no less for the internal cohesion of the 
productive units against avoidable excess by their more powerful coun¬ 
terparts (which would be of course detrimental for the expansionary 
potential of the system as a whole), than for protecting the established 
order from outside interference, in view of the vital need for correctively 
preserving the dynamic constituent of their—not only expansion-oriented 
but also expansion-securing—centrifugality. The staggering development 
and unrestrainable expansion of the modern capitalist state itself, irre¬ 
spective of how problematical its historical advancement turned out to be 
in the final analysis, in our own time of potentially catastrophic collisions, 
finds its explanation in this objective historical dialectic —between the 
internal necessities of capital’s material basis and the legal and political 
conditions required under which the potentialities of the system could be 
turned into reality —and not in the fanciful brainwork of “occidental 
jurists” circularly projected by Max Weber. 

Naturally, this relationship of dialectical reciprocity between the mate¬ 
rial basis and the legal and political superstructure was by no means simply 
a question of the unrestrainably expanding magnitudes involved in their 
interchanges. It necessarily concerned also their most fundamental internal 
determinations, as the material reproductive domain of the capital system 
and its legal and political dimension followed their respective course of his¬ 
torical development in close conjunction with each other. Indeed, the recip¬ 
rocal interchange involved—and at the same time also deeply affected—the 
most fundamental internal determinations of both the material basis and its 
legal and political superstructure. Only through such dynamic interchange 
of dialectical reciprocity could it be made possible for the system as a whole 
to expand in accordance with its full potentiality, thanks to the way in which 
the material and the superstructural dimension of capital’s organic system 
could interact and powerfully drive forward one another. 

We can see the profound impact of this reciprocity between the mate¬ 
rial domain and the modern state by focusing attention on the inherent 
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connection between the universal exchange relations unfolding under the 
rule of capital’s generalized commodity production and the formal deter¬ 
minations that enable (because they must enable) the systemically neces¬ 
sary equalization of incommensurabilities. For this relationship, based on 
the universal predominance of abstract labor in the given social metabolic 
order, must be sustained at all levels of societal interchanges, formally 
obfuscating and fetishistically obliterating substantive incommen¬ 
surability everywhere. 

Naturally, this includes the way in which the individuals involved in 
production and exchange are managed in capital’s structurally preor¬ 
dained—and in that sense as a matter of unalterable systemic determina¬ 
tion both hierarchical/iniquitous and incurably antagonistic —but in 
another sens e. formally equitable (and ideologically rationalized in the fic¬ 
titious image of “people’s capitalism” as even harmoniously share-own¬ 
ing) social reproductive order. 

As we know, generalized commodity production and exchange are 
unthinkable without universal value-equation that must be constantly ac¬ 
complished on the ground of capital’s material reproductive practices. 
The formal reductive homogenization of all substantive relations—and 
thereby the reconciliation of irratio?ial forms put into relief by Marx, as 
we have seen elsewhere 78 —is seminally important in this respect. It is cru¬ 
cial for understanding the profound interconnection between the material 
reproductive processes and the historically specific constitution of capi¬ 
tal’s ever more powerful legal and political superstructure required for the 
sustainable operation of the system as a whole. For, viewed simply from 
the angle of the particular units, the ever more complex exchange rela¬ 
tions of the expanding material reproductive microcosms—arising from 
the unrestrainable centralization and concentration of self-expansionary 
capital—generate constantly greater demands for systemic cohesion and 
support which they themselves, as locally confined productive structures, 
are totally incapable of satisfying. And the causal implication of that cir¬ 
cumstance for the development of the legal and political framework itself 
would seem to be, quite wrongly, a one-way determination of the overall 
societal complex by the material basis. 

However, precisely because the just mentioned growing demands of 
the expansion-oriented productive units could not be satisfied at all by 
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the particular material reproductive microcosms themselves, the histori¬ 
cally arising complex exchange relations—which we are all familiar with— 
could not be established in the first place without bringing fully into play 
capital’s legal and political framework as the necessary condition of sys¬ 
temic cohesion and development. Without the direct or indirect support¬ 
ive involvement of the capital system’s political dimension even the most 
genuine expansionary needs of the reproductive microcosms would have 
to remain no more than frustrated abstract requirements, instead of being 
turned into effective demands. This again strongly underscores the recip¬ 
rocal determinations of the historical dialectic in the real articulation of 
both the material reproductive basis of capital as a coherent system and 
its state formation. 

In this sense the unfolding of the state’s formal/legal universality and 
capital’s universal commodification are inseparable. The insuperable sub¬ 
stantive structural hierarchy of capital’s material basis finds its equivalent 
at the level of the legal and political relations, calling for the defense of the 
most inicjuitous established order at all cost. Formal measures and ration¬ 
alizations, no matter how ingenious, cannot obliterate the substantive 
inequalities and structural antagonisms. 

In fact, the need for apologetic ideological rationalization on that 
score becomes ever more pronounced parallel to the move from capital’s 
ascending phase of development to the descending phase. Accordingly, 
Kant still needs no cynicism and hypocrisy when he contrasts the strictly 
formal equality of the law feasible under the rule of capital with the sub¬ 
stantive inequality required for managing the given antagonistic social 
order. Thus he writes without any camouflage: “The general equality of 
men as subjects in a state coexists quite readily with the greatest inequal¬ 
ity in degrees of the possessions men have, whether the possessions con¬ 
sist of corporeal or spiritual superiority or in material possession besides. 
Hence the general equality of men also coexists with great inequality of 
specific rights of which there may be many. . . . Nevertheless, all subjects 
are equal to each other before the law which, as a pronouncement of the 
general will, can only be one. This law concerns the form and not the mat¬ 
ter of the object regarding which I may possess a right.” 79 

In the same way, Adam Smith is not in the least tempted by the need 
to hide: “Till there be property there can be no governtnent, the very end 
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of which is to secure wealth and to defend the rich from the poor.” 90 
However, by the time we reach “capital’s hired prizefighter,” Hayek, in 
the descending phase of the system’s development, everything is turned 
upside down, as we have seen. The exploitative practices imposed on 
“most of the Western proletariat and most of the millions of the develop¬ 
ing world” 81 —defended by the neoliberal state with all means at its dis¬ 
posal against the people who dare to oppose it—are glorified as “moral 
practices,” and we are peremptorily told by Hayek that “If we ask what 
men most owe to the moral practices of those who are called capitalists 
the answer is: their very lives .” 82 The particular irony in this respect is 
that Hayek claims to write in the spirit of Adam Smith while in fact dia¬ 
metrically contradicting him. Contradicting without shame the same 
intellectual giant, Adam Smith, of the ascending phase of the capital sys¬ 
tem’s development, who did not hesitate to denounce in his time the 
deplorable fact—imposed today no less than in the past through the pre¬ 
tended “moral practices” of Hayek’s idealized capitalists on “most of the 
millions of the developing world” who clothe the world in appalling 
working conditions in the transnational sweatshops—by saying that “the 
people who clothe the world are in rags themselves.” 9,3 

Adam Smith perceived very clearly that the unjust property system of 
his time could only be sustained on an enduring basis if the government 
of the established order kept on defending the wealth of the rich against 
the poor. In this way—viewing the world with honesty from capital’s van¬ 
tage point—he realized that the material ground of the system he firmly 
believed in, and its governing political state, were inseparable from each 
other. What was impossible for Adam Smith to spell out from capital’s 
vantage point was the radical implication of his own insight. Namely, that 
in order to overturn the perceived and denounced injustice about those 
who “clothe the world but are in rags themselves,” the material ground 
and the protective political state of the system, which stood together, must 
also fall together. 

The increasing preponderance of the legal and political superstruc¬ 
ture across modern history is very far from being a development of corri¬ 
gible contingency. On the contrary, it is due to the state’s innermost char¬ 
acter and objective constitution. For the modem nation-state is absolutely 
unrestrainable in capital’s own terms of reference, as a matter of insuper- 
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able structural determination. The complete failure of all attempts aimed 
at a socially significant reform of the state in the course of the last century 
and a half speaks unmistakably on this score. 

To make matters worse, the structurally entrenched material basis of 
the capital system is also unrestrainable, as well as in a socially significant 
sense unreformable. Again, not as a matter of corrigible historical contin¬ 
gency but as a result of its fundamental structural determination. In fact 
the material reproductive and the legal/political dimensions of the system 
have a most paradoxical relationship. For they powerfully contribute 
throughout their reciprocal historical interchanges to the immense expan¬ 
sion of one another, and thereby of themselves as well, but they are totally 
incapable of exercising a meaningful restraining impact on each other, 
not to mention themselves. The inner logic of this type of development is 
that, as a result, we are subjected to the ultimately all-round destructive 
consequences of a dangerous one-way directionality, leading toward a 
potentially suicidal blind alley. This is so because a system of societal hus¬ 
bandry which by its innermost constitution and structural determination 
is incapable of recognizing and acknowledging any limit, not even when 
doing so would be, as today, absolutely imperative —in view of the ever- 
intensifying destruction of nature as well as of the vital energy and strate¬ 
gic raw material resources required for humanity’s continued reproduc¬ 
tion—can offer no viable solution for the future. 

The perverse logic of the capital system is that the material and the 
legal/political dimension can complement each other only in an ultimately 
unsustainable way. For although the legal/political dimension can con¬ 
strain centrifugality in the interest of overall systemic expansion, it is 
absolutely incapable of introducing rational restraint into its own mode 
of operation. This is so because it is incompatible with the concept of sys- 
temically overarching rationality required for meaningful restraint. 

That is the fundamental reason why the final articulation of the capi¬ 
talist nation-state’s inherent logic had to assume the form of imperialist 
rivalry —exploded in two world wars in the twentieth century—which 
persists today, despite verbal denials, no less than ever before. Hegel, a 
century prior to the unfolding of global wars, had no illusions whatsoever 
regarding the question of constrainability. He stated with striking open¬ 
ness: “The nation-state is mind in its substantive rationality and immedi- 
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ate actuality and is therefore the absolute power on earth .” 84 Ideas to the 
contrary, like the Kantian projection of “perpetual peace” and its pro¬ 
posed instrumentality of a League of Nations, proved to be no more than 
noble wishful thinking on capital’s material ground. As our actual histor¬ 
ical experience painfully demonstrated, such a League of Nations could 
do nothing to prevent the eruption of the Second World War, despite the 
fact that it was conceived and established in the light of the all too obvi¬ 
ously devastating consequences of the First World War. 

The untenable logic of capital’s material reproductive microcosms is 
“grow eternally or implode”! The nowadays persistent wishful projection 
of all-round beneficial “globalization” is the ideological rationalization of 
that logic. At the same time, the oppressive imposition of the power of 
global hegemonic imperialism in our time—with its unhesitating engage¬ 
ment in massively destructive wars, including the wars pursued not so 
long ago in Vietnam and now in the Middle East, and indeed not shirking 
even from the threat of using nuclear weapons against states without such 
weapons—is the far from “rational actuality” corresponding to capital’s 
unvarnished logic. 

The grave contradiction at the roots of such developments is that in 
our historical period of materially/productively ever more intertwined 
global developments we are being offered globalizing rationalizations 
within the horizon of the dominant aggressive nation-state, the United 
States of America and its military-industrial complex, but no viable solu¬ 
tions to capital’s antagonisms either in terms of the capital system’s mate¬ 
rial ground or at the level of its rival state formations. The painful truth 
of the matter is that—in view of the necessary historic failure of capital to 
constitute the state of the capital system as such, remaining in its stead 
inextricably tied to the rival imperialist nation-states’ destructive logic 
even under the most extreme conditions of literally MAD “mutually 
assured destruction,” fully in trine with the structural antagonisms of the 
system’s material ground—no sustainable solution is conceivable within 
the rationally in no way constrainable framework of capital’s social order. 

Moreover, the historic failure to create the state of the capital system 
as such is itself by no means a corrigible contingency. For the globally 
required legal and political framework of regulatory interaction, even if 
envisaged as confined to a relatively short period of transition on the road 
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toward a positively working (in the sense of consciously self-regulating) 
nornrativity, would need comprehensive rationality from the time of its 
inception in order to become historically sustainable. The capital system, 
however, is incompatible with anything other than the most restrictive 
and partial form of rationality. This is why the untenable logic of the cap¬ 
italist nation-state in our time, asserting itself as before in the form of 
imperialist rivalry irrespective of how its leading “actors” might change 
from time to time, remains with us even under the present-day conditions 
of potentially catastrophic collisions. 

Hegel’s words are most instructive also in this respect. Not only 
because he insisted, “The nation-state is mind in its substantive rational¬ 
ity and immediate actuality and is therefore the absolute power on earth.” 
The fact that he expressed this judgment in an idealist form, projecting it 
speculatively into the timeless “future” of the Absolute’s “eternal pres¬ 
ent,” is here of secondary importance. For, by complementing his judg¬ 
ment with the required historical qualifications, it is undoubtedly true 
that the capitalist nation-state, in its substantive self-determination and 
immediate actuality asserts itself—inevitably within the capital system’s 
horizon—together with all of its extreme destructive implications, as “the 
absolute power on earth.” And, to be sure, nothing could be more 
absolute than the Absolute, not just for Hegel but also in terms of capital’s 
self-definition. 

The great problem is not the all too obvious actuality of the capitalist 
nation-state’s absolute—unconstrainable—self-assertion throughout its 
history but the devastating implications of that uncontrollable self-asser¬ 
tion for our time. In the past the structural unconstrainability in question 
always took the form of wars of increasing scale and intensity, whenever 
some limiting constraints were attempted to be imposed by the particular 
nation-states on one another from the outside. Such wars were even 
morally justified by Hegel, as we have seen above, without questioning in 
the least the “Germanic” (including the colonially most successful 
English) nation-state’s absolute unconstrainability as such. Nor was it, in 
contrast to the present time, totally prohibitive, in strictly military terms, 
to project in Hegel’s time the idealized finality of the nation-state’s his¬ 
toric mission for instituting the permanent colonial-imperialist domina¬ 
tion of the world by saying that “Europe is absolutely the end of history.” 
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That kind of approach belonged to the normality of the colonial-imperi¬ 
alist phase of the capital system’s development. Indeed, it happened to be 
perfectly sustainable under the then prevailing circumstances, promi¬ 
nently theorized even as the unalterable correlation between war and pol¬ 
itics by the outstanding Prussian military strategist, General Karl Marie 
von Clausewitz, Hegel’s famous contemporary. 

However, what has become totally untenable in our time is the domi¬ 
nant nation-states’ unreformable old modality “to seek and create a sphere 
of activity abroad ” 85 through their imperialist wars, on the pretext of the 
“inherently indeterminable injuries, however minutef which they claimed 
to have suffered themselves, as Hegel was still willing to spell it out in 
clear terms, corresponding to the absolutely self-assertive logic of capi¬ 
tal’s modern state formation. That is what requires a fundamental reex¬ 
amination and radical structural change today, in contrast to the persist¬ 
ent material domination and political/military undertaking of countless 
wars (calculated in the region of two hundred military interventions in the 
affairs of other states after the Second World War) of the most aggressive 
nation-state of our time: the United States of America, described as “the 
only necessary nation” in President Clinton’s notorious words. And, of 
course, such disheartening reality is coupled with the cynical ideology 
diffused under the pretenses of all-round beneficial globalization. 

As we know, the system of modern nation-states, with its most ini¬ 
quitous structural hierarchy among its members, was historically consti¬ 
tuted on capital’s substantive discriminatory material ground, even if 
later that system became ideologically rationalized—both internally and 
in its interstate relations—in the spirit of “purely formal” rationality and 
the (never instituted) abstract “Rights of Man.” Thus the challenge in this 
regard for the future of humanity is to overcome the blind unrestrainabil- 
ity of capital’s nation-states by the rational controllability of a radically 
different system of globally viable interchanges in substantive terms. 
Naturally, meeting that challenge, by instituting a historically sustainable 
form of socialist internationalism, is feasible only through the actual 
supersession of the grievances suffered by the smaller states in the course 
of their long historical domination by the so-called “world historical 
nations .” 86 And that is possible only by overcoming at the same time, in 
enduring substantive terms, the oppressive structural hierarchy without 
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which capital’s societal reproductive order is inconceivable either in its 
internal class relations or in its aggressive interstate practices. 

To be sure, the accomplishment of that task is not simply a political 
matter. The fundamental objective condition of instituting a historically 
sustainable solution in this domain is the qualitative transformation of the 
antagonistic material ground of capital’s socioeconomic order that conti¬ 
nues to produce, as a matter of structural necessity, the drive to unre- 
strainable global domination of the weaker constituents of the system by 
the more powerful not only in exploitative material reproductive terms, 
under the pretenses of globalization, but also on the political/military 
stage. It is that profound structural determination, erupting in the form of 
the destructive antagonisms of our time, that must be consigned to the 
past on a permanent basis. 

Thus the required radical transformation of the legal and political 
superstructure is inseparable from the reconstitution of the historical 
dialectic, which had been dangerously distorted and ultimately subverted 
in the course of capital’s descending phase of development, degrading 
thereby the once positive self-expansionary drive of the system to the con¬ 
dition of blind uncontrollability. 

The key difference in relation to this problem is that the capital sys¬ 
tem was established in the first place on the ground of structurally safe¬ 
guarded susbstantive inequality, thanks also to the unmitigated large- 
scale violence of the “primitive accumulation” which was greatly facili¬ 
tated in its classic form in England by the absolutist state of Henry VIII. 
In complete contrast to capital’s deeply entrenched substantive inequal¬ 
ity in all domains, from the direct material to the most mediated cultural 
relations, the necessary alternative—socialist—mode of social metabolic 
reproduction cannot be considered historically viable unless it is qualita¬ 
tively reconstituted and firmly maintained in its new social setting on the 
basis of substantive equality. 

Stressing this vital contrast between the substantive defining charac¬ 
teristics of the historical alternative modes of social metabolic reproduc¬ 
tion of our time is all the more important for us because in its ideologi¬ 
cally well diffused self-images capital always proclaimed its programmatic 
adhesion, as far as its legislative terms were concerned, to contractual 
equality, just as in practical material reproductive terms it claimed to reg- 
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ulate the socioeconomic order on the basis of universal value-equation. 
However, as we have seen above in revealing detail, all such practices have 
been actually pursued on the basis of the reductive transformation of sub¬ 
stantive incommensurabilities into formally equalizable relations only, 
under the ubiquitous dominance of generalized commodity production 
and its fetishistically equalizable abstract labor. 

The profoundly iniquitous and structurally safeguarded substantive 
relations of exploitative domination and subordination could be therefore 
carried on undisturbed in capital’s societal reproductive practices for a 
very long time, until the onset of some major crises as late as the monop¬ 
olistic imperialist phase of the system’s development. And even then, 
despite the fact that the erupting crises in cjuestion were of considerable 
magnitude—characteristically attempted to be redressed later by the most 
powerful imperialist states, although without lasting success, by massive 
military undertakings, like the two world wars of the twentieth century— 
pointed only tendentially toward the ultimately unavoidable structural 
crisis of the system. 

In the meantime, the long persistent normality of universal value- 
equation, under the dominance of fetishistically generalized commodity 
production, succeeded in conferring even the halo of “liberty-fraternity- 
equality” on the ideological conceptualizations of the capital system. The 
increasingly more preponderant legal and political superstructure of cap¬ 
ital, unfolding in the course of history with its inexorably expanding legal 
jungle that reached its climax in our own time, made a vital contribution 
to the continued success of this mode of societal reproduction. It fulfilled 
its problematical stabilizing role in a most authoritarian way in the 
descending phase of capital’s systemic development. Accordingly, it con¬ 
tributed by every possible means at its disposal—including the cynically 
open legitimation of monopolistic encroachment in the field of economic 
production, and active involvement in the most blatant imperialist adven¬ 
turism and violence in the political/military domain, in the name of 
“democratic equality”—to the ever more dangerous subversion of the his¬ 
torical dialectic. 

Prior to the articulation of the modern capital system and its state for¬ 
mation the question of equality did not arise at all in relation to the 
socioeconomic and political dimension of societal reproduction. As we 


230 


SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND FORMS OF CONSCIOUSNESS 


know, “Greek democracy” could sustain its remarkably advanced politi¬ 
cal decision-making practices on the ground of slavery as its long-endur¬ 
ing material reproductive basis. A form of slavery regulated as a mode of 
social metabolic reproduction in which human beings could be charac¬ 
terized by a thinker as great as Aristotle as nothing more than “talking 
tools.” Moreover, even at a much later stage of historical development, the 
feudal state, in its well-known self-legitinratory efforts, did not hesitate to 
claim divine lineage on behalf of its privileged ruling personnel. This way 
of conceptualizing the world order represented no problem whatsoever, 
either for ancient slavery or for the feudal system of the Middle Ages. For 
in both cases any concern with equality, not only substantive equality but 
even formal, was totally irrelevant to the way in which the conditions of 
existence of the members of society were actually produced and repro¬ 
duced on an ongoing basis. 

In complete contrast, the capitalist state’s concern with equality right 
from the outset of its historical development was rooted in the formal 
equalizations of its material basis, and as such that kind of concern with 
equality was both necessary and genuine in its own terms of reference. 
The complicating fact was that the capital relation itself—based on the 
alienation of labor and its embodiment in capital—could be circularly 
presupposed in capital’s self-serving conceptualizations as the only feasi¬ 
ble mode of the “natural” reproductive order, at the level of the system’s 
everyday operative principles. Accordingly, the contractual equality and 
universal value-equation could be coherently proclaimed to constitute the 
effective modus operandi of the capital system by its greatest intellectual 
representatives, including Adam Smith and Hegel. This approach 
became untenable only when the question of the system’s h istorical gene¬ 
sis had to be raised, precisely with a view to reassessing its viability 
regarding the future, in the light of its structurally entrenched substantive 
inequality that became contested by a growing class-based social move¬ 
ment in the aftermath of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars. 

At that point, when the question of time appeared on the horizon both 
with regard to the past and the future, the former circular presupposition 
of the operative principles themselves—ideologically rationalized and 
eternalized on the ground that they were in Hegelian “rational actuality” 
demonstrably working—had to fail to fulfill its customary function. For, in 
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sharp contrast to formally stipulated equality, which can be ideologically 
rationalized under all kinds of totally untenable postulates, as we have 
seen it done even by a very great philosopher like Kant, substantive equal¬ 
ity, with its qualitative determinations, cannot be treated circularly, so as 
to vindicate its aprioristic exclusion from commendable social normativ- 
ity by arbitrarily proclaimed self-referentiality , offered as a “conclusive” 
judgment by definition. Inevitably, therefore, once the question of sub¬ 
stantive equality as such is raised in relation to the modern state, it brings 
with it the challenge to confront the difficult problem of the necessary 
withering away of the state in its historically constituted actuality. For 
within the historically determined confines of the modern state—which 
must be hierarchically ordered both internally and in its inter-state rela¬ 
tions, embodying thereby the radical alienation of the power of compre¬ 
hensive decision making from the social individuals—the very idea of 
substantive equality is of necessity structurally negated. 

However, the institution of a substantively equitable social reproduc¬ 
tive order represents a fundamental challenge for our future, calling for 
the radical transformation of the hierarchically structured legal and polit¬ 
ical superstructure itself, together with its practical premises and material 
presuppositions. As discussed, the great expansion of the capital system 
was made possible in the first place by the progressive advancement of a 
system of unchallengeable domination of use-value by exchange-value 
through which universal value-equation became the expansion-securing 
dynamic operative principle of societal reproduction under the rule of 
generalized commodity production. As a vitally important member of a 
dichotomous system, exchange could exercise a dominant role in the mate¬ 
rial reproduction process, quite irrespective of the negative consequences 
arising in the longer run from its supremacy over production and over the 
demands it could impose—“behind the backs of the producing individu¬ 
als”—even on the available, necessarily finite, natural resources. In the last 
analysis, a system of this kind had to run out of control once the objective 
systemic limits of capital’s mode of social metabolic reproduction had 
been activated. 

Moreover, what made matters worse was the fact that the alienating 
domination of human use by the fetishistic requirements of commodity 
exchange was not sustained simply by the given exchange relation in and 
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by itself. The dominance of exchange over use had its equally problemat¬ 
ical corollaries, which together constituted an ultimately unmanageable 
system—a system of undialectical dichotomies that asserted themselves 
with categorical peremptoriness both materially and in the political 
domain. Indeed, the same kind of undialectical dichotomies, characteris¬ 
tic of the capital system as a whole, had to prevail through the domination 
of quantity over quality, of the abstract over the concrete, and of the formal 
over the substantive, as what we have seen in the necessarily reifying dom¬ 
inance of exchange-value over use-value under the established reproduc¬ 
tive order’s universal value-equation. 

To be sure, at the roots of all of these inevitably distorting—even if for 
the purposes of generalized commodity production absolutely neces¬ 
sary—relations of one-sided domination and subordination we find the 
politically secured and safeguarded structural subordination of labor to 
capital, rationalized through the most absurd but fetishistically for a long 
historical period well-functioning reproductive practice of formal/reduc¬ 
tive homogenization that turns into a commodity and reductively equates 
living human beings with abstract labor. It is by no means surprising, 
therefore, that the ever more preponderant legal and political superstruc¬ 
ture of the system played, and continues to play, an increasingly irrational- 
istic supportive role in delaying the “moment of truth.” That moment 
nevertheless arrives when it becomes unavoidable to pay for the destruc¬ 
tive consequences of the unfolding dangerous developments on a global 
scale both in the material productive domain and on the political/military 
plane. As things stand today, given its preponderant power the “democ¬ 
ratic state” can fulfill its irrational supportive role by brushing aside with 
cynically stage-managed authoritarianism—whether “neoliberal” or 
“neo-conservative”—any concern even about the regularly erupting 
major military collisions. 

In this sense, the radical transformation of the legal and political 
superstructure, as a literally vital exigency of our time, requires a funda¬ 
mental change on a long-term sustainable material basis. That means 
overcoming the undialectical dichotomous domination of one side of the 
relations, mentioned a moment ago, over the other, from the ultimately 
self-defeating domination of exchange over use, as well as the abstract 
over the concrete, all the way to the historically no longer tenable obliter- 
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ation of the vital qualitative determinations of any long-term viable mode 
of societal reproduction by the fetishism of universal quantification and 
the ensuing equalization of incommensurabilities. 

The reconstitution of the historical dialectic on a structurally secured 
substantive equitable basis is therefore not a speculative philosophical 
postulate but a key objective exigency of our present-day conditions of 
existence. For the dangerous subversion of the historical dialectic coin¬ 
cided with the increasingly antagonistic descending phase of the capital 
system’s development and the activation of its structural crisis , bringing 
with it the defiance of, and the irrationalistic practical disregard for, even 
the most elementary conditions of sustainable human life on this planet. 
Naturally, the legal and political superstructure of even the most authori¬ 
tarian state, no matter how bloated and protected it might be, not only by 
its catastrophically wasteful military arsenal but also by its ever denser 
legal jungle, can in no way permanently counter the pressing character of 
these objective determinations and exigencies. 

Capital’s mode of social metabolic control could prevail over a long 
historical period because it constituted an organic system, in which the 
material basis of societal reproduction and its comprehensive legal/polit¬ 
ical regulatory dimension were inextricably intertwined in a dynamic 
expansionary way, tending toward an all-embracing global integration. 
Indeed, for almost three centuries the capital system’s expansionary drive 
could proceed quite unhindered. However, one of the insuperable struc¬ 
tural limits of this system, burdened with the ultimately self-destructive 
logic of its unrestrainable nation-state formation: the necessity of monop- 
olistic developments and the associated imperialist rivalry among the 
dominant states, had to make the system itself historically unviable in an 
age when the pursuit of global war could only result in humanity’s self- 
destruction. And the other insuperable structural limit of the capital sys¬ 
tem is no less grave. For on the plane of material reproduction its ration¬ 
ally unrestrainable self-expansionary drive, heavily promoted by capital’s 
state formation, inevitably reached the point of collision with the objec¬ 
tive limits of our planetary resources, calling for the adoption of the qual¬ 
itatively different societal reproductive practices of the only viable—in a 
humanly meaningful way economizing —economy in our planetary house¬ 
hold. Naturally, with regard to the imperative to face up to the challenges 
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arising from these fundamental structural limitations of the capital system 
the radical transformation of its legal and political superstructure— 
together with its material basis, in the spirit indicated in this section—is 
an absolutely vital requirement. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Kant, Hegel, Marx: Historical Necessity and 
the Standpoint of Political Economy 


5.1 Preliminaries 

In his “Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic and Philosophy as a Whole” 
Marx suggests that “Hegel’s standpoint is that of modem political econ¬ 
omy.” 1 He shares this position with many others, including—and on the 
face of it surprisingly—Kant himself, as we shall see later on. 

What is important for us in this respect is to understand what kind of 
historical conceptions are both compatible with and positively helped 
along by the standpoint of political economy. For it is quite wrong to treat 
Kant and Hegel, as often done, merely as rationalistic varieties of St. 
Augustine’s openly theological (and not in the least truly historical) phi¬ 
losophy of history. To say that “Hegel’s concept of ‘the Cunning of 
Reason’ is a substitute for the mysterious and inscrutable ways of God in 
history” 2 is to miss the point completely. For such a view obliterates with¬ 
out a trace the specificities and genuine historical achievements of the 
Hegelian position. Concentrating on superficial analogies, it generates the 
proverbial darkness in which “all cows are black,” so as to be able to elim¬ 
inate the social substance of the Marxian dialectic by maintaining that 
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“the famous law of three stages, which Marx and Comte adopted, too, is 
a secular revision of the religious dialectic in St. Augustine and Joachim 
de Flore.” 3 Once such darkness descends upon us, it becomes possible to 
put forward the most astonishing propositions, lumping irreconcilable 
thinkers together by defining “the intellectual heritage of Marx, Comte, 
Burckhardt, Pareto, Sorel, and Freud” on the basis of their alleged iden¬ 
tity in maintaining that “emotive and irrational factors ... permeated his¬ 
tory and society.” 4 

The scholarship behind such theoretical generalizations is extremely 
shaky. We find in a footnote of the same work: “Herder’s major work is the 
vast study called Ideas for a Philosophical History of Mankind, which 
prompted Kant’s review article (1874) entitled ‘The Idea of a Universal 
History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View.’” 5 Naturally, the issue is not 
the date, which may be an uncorrected printing error and should read 
1784. Rather, we are misled on a substantive point, and the reversal of the 
actual chronology between Kant and his former pupil, Herder, 6 minimizes 
the importance of history in the Kantian system, making it appear as if it had 
been a minor afterthought to Herder. Indeed, later on we read: “Descartes 
specifically excluded history from his Discourse on Method; and this choice 
prevailed among his philosophical successors, including Kant. ” 7 

Thus we are not concerned here with an accidental slip but with a 
symptomatic misrepresentation of the real state of affairs that turns the 
actual relationship upside down between the eighteenth-century’s gen¬ 
uine attempt at understanding historical development and the predomi¬ 
nance of extreme historical relativism and skepticism from the middle of 
the nineteenth century onward. Accordingly, a few lines later we are 
offered the conclusion, which asserts that the investigation of the nature 
of historical knowledge “did not become a serious concern to either his¬ 
torian or philosopher until the great awakening of history as an empirical 
and/or scientific discipline in the nineteenth century.” 8 

As a matter of fact, Kant’s preoccupation with the nature of history 
was not confined to an occasional review article but constitutes an inte¬ 
gral part of his conception as a whole. As with many of his projects, the 
time that had elapsed between the first germs of his ideas on man and 
history and the final product was considerable. But even as regards the 
particular essay on “The Idea for a Universal History with 
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Cosmopolitan Intent” {Idee zu einer allgemeinen Geschichte in lueltbiirg- 
erlicher Absicht), its preparation went back to 1783, announced in print 
at the beginning of 1784; i.e., a fairly long time before Herder’s work and 
Kant’s two subsequent review articles on it. To quote an Italian book of 
exemplary scholarship: 

The issue of 11 February 1784 of the Gothasche Gelehrte Zeitungen men¬ 
tioned, in an unsigned article, that one of Kant’s favourite ideas was that 
the ultimate end of human history should be the establishment of the best 
possible political constitution. In this respect, the writer continued, Kant 
hoped that there would be a historian able to offer a history of humanity 
from the philosophical standpoint, to show how far or near, in the vari¬ 
ous epochs, we had been to this end and how much still remained to be 
done to reach it. Kant had spoken in these terms in a conversation with a 
scholar who visited him in Konigsberg. Having been drawn into the 
argument, Kant felt obliged to make clear his ideas on the subject in pub¬ 
lic. In the November issue of Berlinische Monatschrift of Biester—the 
Enlightenment periodical of Berlin—appeared his “Idea of Universal 
History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View,” an exposition, in nine the¬ 
ses, of a philosophy of history founded on the principle of a progressive 
and universal coming of the realm of Right. 9 

Kant’s review articles on Herder’s work—which should not be con¬ 
fused with his nine theses on “Universal History from a Cosmopolitan 
Point of View”—appeared in 1785, in the Allgemeine Literaturzeitung of 
Jena. However, his interest in understanding the history of mankind as a 
unity sui generis did not stop there. The same preoccupation played a 
vital role not only in some of his writings that directly address the subject 
but in his conception of morality in general. Indeed, the two so deeply 
interpenetrate each other that his view of history is neither understand¬ 
able without his conception of morality nor the other way around. 

In truth, it is important to draw the necessary lines of demarcation not 
only between figures like Vico, Kant, Herder, and Hegel, on the one hand, 
and the pessimistic historical relativism of many thinkers in the nine¬ 
teenth and twentieth centuries on the other, but even more so between 
Marx and the entire intellectual tradition that shares the standpoint of 
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political economy. For the historical conceptions compatible with that 
standpoint are severely constrained by the inescapable limitations of the 
standpoint itself—that is, of capital’s characteristic standpoint—even in 
the works of its greatest representatives. What is particularly relevant in 
this regard is their conception of necessity as manifest in the unfolding his¬ 
torical process. To put it briefly, they operate with an idea of “historical 
necessity”—or “necessity in history”—which, compared to Marx, is not 
coherently historical at all. Not even in the most monumental historical 
conception of the whole tradition: the Hegelian philosophy of history. 
Yet, curiously enough, it is Marx who is accused of “historical determin¬ 
ism,” of the “idealization of historical necessity,” of “economic determin¬ 
ism,” and the like. 

The main purpose of this chapter is to try to redress the balance in 
both directions. First, we have to see why the determinations inherent in 
the standpoint of political economy in the end bring a totally ahistorical 
conceptualization of the given structural necessity as forever insurmount¬ 
able necessity, although paradoxically the subjective intention of the 
thinkers concerned is to demonstrate how freedom is progressively real¬ 
ized through the unfolding history of mankind. And second, this chapter 
will focus attention on the generally ignored aim of Marx’s project to chal¬ 
lenge not only the shorter- or longer-term impact of capital’s historical 
necessity but of historical necessity in general. This is clearly evidenced in 
the Marxian characterization of historical necessity as “merely historical 
necessity” or “disappearing necessity,” which, under our present condi¬ 
tions, constitutes an outrage against the positive potentialities of the real 
social individuals. 


5.2 Theology, Teleology, and Philosophy of History 

As stressed in chapter 2, looking back from a certain distance at actual 
historical development—a distance from which the already consolidated 
plateaus stand out as “necessary stages” of the whole itinerary, while the 
manifold specific struggles and contradictions leading to them (which 
contain numerous pointers toward possible alternative configurations) 
fade into the background—one may have the illusion of a “logically nec- 
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essary” progression, corresponding to some hidden design. Viewed from 
such perspective, everything firmly established acquires its positive sense, 
and the consolidated stages by definition must appear to be 
positive/rational—in virtue of their actual consolidation. 

The historical images conceived in this way represent a most ambigu¬ 
ous achievement. They are simultaneously historical and ahistorical, and 
in a specific sense even “theological,” in accordance with the contradic¬ 
tory determinations of the social ground from which they arise. For, 
strangely enough, by treating the historically created presuppositions of 
the given order as absolutely given—and therefore structurally untran- 
scendable—the situation that preceded the realization of the absolutized 
conditions can be recognized from the latter’s vantage point as subject to 
necessary historical qualifications, insofar as the rejected position is con¬ 
sidered to be objectively opposed to interests of the more advanced stage, 
as its anachronistic social adversary. Consequently, a genuine possibility 
is opened up for depicting the negated aspect and dimension of social 
development as historical in the meaningful sense which envisages their 
practical supersession. 

At the same time, since the newly assumed position is uncritically 
absolutized, from its perspective everything prior to it (or in conflict with 
it) must appear as strictly subordinated moments of an a priori self-fulfill¬ 
ing teleology. To take an example: both these aspects are in evidence 
when Kant radically dismisses the restrictive hereditary principle of feu¬ 
dalism as contrary to Reason, and simultaneously approves the new irra¬ 
tionality of the alienation of land by sale, as well as its fragmentary subdi¬ 
visions, as conditions that are in perfect harmony with the “supreme rea¬ 
son for constituting a civic constitution .” 10 

But even so, one cannot treat the Kantian or Hegelian teleology of his¬ 
torical development simply as the rationalistic translation of St. 
Augustine’s theological conception. For the “theological” aspects of their 
historical teleology arise from the limitations of a determinate social hori¬ 
zon and not from a consciously assumed theological framework. In other 
words, the theological elements display the—far from desired— contradic¬ 
tions of their approach, and not their inherent positive intent. They come 
into play at the point where, in accordance with the insurmountable lim¬ 
its of the social horizon in question, history must be brought to an end, 
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instead of representing the explanatory framework of the whole theory. 
Thus they constitute only a greater or smaller part of the whole concep¬ 
tion—comparatively greater in Kant, that is, than in Hegel—but not the 
central tenets and unifying principles of the attempted historical explana¬ 
tions, quite unlike the openly and deliberately theological visions of the 
Divine purpose and intervention in the historical world, from St. 
Augustine to Bossuet and Friedrich Schlegel, as well as to their twentieth- 
century descendants. 

There is a tendency to treat teleology in general as a form of theology. 
This is due to a large extent to the long prevailing conjunction of the two 
in an important current of the European philosophical tradition that for¬ 
mulated its explanations in terms of “final causes” and identified the lat¬ 
ter with the manifestations of the Divine purpose in the order of nature. 
However, the summary equation of teleology and theology is quite unjus¬ 
tifiable since, as will be shown later, the objective teleology of labor is an 
essential part of any coherent materialistic historical explanation of social 
development. Such an explanation, dealing with actually unfolding causal 
factors and not with a priori preconceived schemes, has nothing whatso¬ 
ever to do with theological assumptions, even though determinate teleo¬ 
logical propositions are inseparable from it. 

But even with regard to the philosophies of Kant and Hegel in which 
some theological elements undoubtedly reassert themselves, it is neces¬ 
sary to put the issue in perspective. To see nothing but theology in their 
teleological conceptions would be like asserting about Liberation 
Theology the totally unenlightening truism that it has been influenced by 
the teaching of Jesus Christ. For whatever the generic truth of such asser¬ 
tions, they fail to grasp the theoretical specificity and sociohistorical 
determinateness of the respective views. The fact of the matter is, of 
course, that the liberation theologians have also studied Marx and tried to 
incorporate some of his ideas into their own conceptual framework. And 
it is precisely their point of contact with Marx that happens to be the deci¬ 
sive factor under the circumstances. For, obviously, they are not being 
threatened with excommunication by Pope John Paul II on account of 
their adherence to the teaching ofjesus Christ. 

Similar considerations apply to the assessment of Kant and Hegel. To 
be sure, no one should deny that their teleological systems are thoroughly 
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incompatible with the Marxian teleology, in view of their necessary relapse 
into a—socially specific—theology. Indeed, this curious relapse into theol¬ 
ogy fulfills the highly revealing function of freezing history in the Kantian 
and Hegelian historical conceptions at an ideologically convenient point in 
time, thereby rationalizing the ahistorical temporality of the present, 
together with the idealized bourgeois social order. However, the problem 
that really matters is how to explain the socio-historical determinations 
behind such relapse, instead of merely asserting the permanence of theo¬ 
logical teleology as an a priori assumed condition. For, as we shall see in a 
moment, in both Kant and Hegel the theology in question is the self-legit¬ 
imating “theology” of an ahistorically conceived civil society, brought into 
their systems on the ground of ideological determinations, and not for the 
purpose of asserting the absolute merits of the Christian religious creed. 


5.3 The Kantian Conception of Historical Development 

Let us have a brief look at Kant’s “Idea for a Universal History with 
Cosmopolitan Intent,” which is directly relevant in this respect. One of 
the most important aspects of Kant’s conception of history is that he 
brings the principle of work to the fore, insisting that historical develop¬ 
ment happens to be so determined that everything “should be achieved 
by work ... as if nature intended that man should owe all to himself.” 11 
The paradoxical intelligibility of the relationship between the innumer¬ 
able particular individuals and the human species, and the strange but 
coherent development resulting from such relationship is described by 
Kant in the following terms: 

It is like the erratic weather the occurrence of which cannot be determined 
in particular instances, although it never fails in maintaining the growth of 
plants, the flow of streams, and other of nature’s arrangements at a uniform, 
uninterrupted pace. Individual human beings, each pursuing his own ends 
according to his inclination and often one against another (and even one 
entire people against another) rarely intentionally promote, as if it were their 
guide, an end of nature which is unknown to them. They thus work to pro¬ 
mote that which they would care little for if they knew about it. 12 
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Iii this way an insurmountable dichotomy is created between the indi¬ 
vidual and the species . 13 At the same time, the “rationality” of the overall 
process is secured by Kant in our last quote in a way that anticipates the 
Hegelian “List der Vernunft” (the cunning of Reason), which is said to 
prevail over against the conscious intentions of the particular individuals. 

As to the Kantian characterization of human beings, it is very similar 
to that of all the major theoreticians of “civil society,” putting the “antag¬ 
onism of men in society” very much into the foreground. To quote Kant 
again: “I mean by antagonism the asocial sociability of men, i.e., the 
propensity of men to enter into a society, which propensity is, however, 
linked to a constant mutual resistance which threatens to dissolve this 
society. This propensity apparently is innate in men.” 14 

Indeed, at the plane of overall historical development Kant gives 
highly positive connotations to the negative traits and characteristics of 
“human nature.” For, according to him: 

Without these essentially unlovely qualities of asociability, from which 
springs the resistance which everyone must encounter in his egotistic 
pretensions, all talents would have remained hidden germs. If man lived 
an Arcadian shepherd’s existence of harmony, modesty and mutuality, 
man, good-natured like the sheep he is herding, would not invest his exis¬ 
tence with greater value than that his animals have. Man would not fill the 
vacuum of creation as regards his end, rational nature. Thanks are due to 
nature for his quarrelsomeness, his enviously competitive vanity, and for 
his insatiable desire to possess or to rule, for without them all the excellent 
faculties of mankind would forever remain undeveloped. 15 

Similarly, the contradiction between freedom and “egotistic nature” is 
handled in much the same way as in the writings of his great predecessors 
who share the standpoint of civil society: 

Man is an animal who, if he lives among others of his kind, needs a mas¬ 
ter, for man certainly misuses his freedom in regard to others of his kind 
and, even though as a rational being he desires a law which would pro¬ 
vide limits for the freedom of all, his egotistic animal inclination mis¬ 
guides him into excluding himself where he can. Man therefore needs a 
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master who can break mail’s will and compel him to obey a general will 
under which every man could be free. 16 

As we can see, while retaining several elements of Hobbes’s approach, 
Kant goes beyond the latter by incorporating into his own system 
Rousseau’s seminal ideas too. However, the view that historically locates 
him, with the greatest precision, in the company of the leading political 
economists of the age, is the role assigned to trade and commerce in the 
course of historical development toward a more advanced condition of 
life in “civil society.” This is the key passage in Kant’s “Idea for a 
Universal History with Cosmopolitan Intent” on the subject: 

Civic freedom cannot now be interfered with without the state feeling the 
disadvantage of such interference in all trades, primarily foreign com¬ 
merce and as a result [there is] a decline of the power of the state in its for¬ 
eign relations. Therefore this freedom is gradually being extended. If one 
obstructs the citizen in seeking his welfare in any way he chooses, as long 
as [his way] can coexist with the freedom of others, one also hampers the 
vitality of all business and the strength of the whole [state]. For this rea¬ 
son restrictions of personal activities are being increasingly lifted and 
general freedom granted and thus enlightenment is gradually developing 
with occasional nonsense and freakishness. 17 

The “achievement of civil society which administers law \Recht ] gen¬ 
erally” on a world scale represents in Kant’s eyes “the highest task nature 
has set mankind ,” 18 and it is brought about by the working of the complex 
material determinations and contradictory interactive processes he iden¬ 
tifies among individuals and “even entire peoples.” Naturally, a great deal 
must be ascribed in this conception to the mysteries of the “hidden plan 
of nature .” 19 However, the mysteries are not derived from some stated or 
unstated theological requirement. On the contrary, they arise from the 
Kantian model of civil society itself in which the contradictory individual 
interactive processes cannot be made intelligible on their own. They can¬ 
not be made intelligible at all precisely because of the inherent limitations 
of the individualistic standpoint which Kant shares with many others. For 
such a standpoint can only yield the idea of the extreme capriciousness of 
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fluctuating weather conditions, to be set against the actuality of nature’s 
mysteriously benevolent uniformity and productive efficacy, as character¬ 
ized by Kant himself. 

As we shall see, despite its problematical character in other respects, 
Hegel’s approach represents a significant advance over the Kantian phi¬ 
losophy of history. For inasmuch as it depicts an earlier and less consoli¬ 
dated phase in the development of “civil society” than Hegel, the Kantian 
system remains tied to some abstract moral categories in its attempt to 
explain the motive forces of mankind’s historical development. 

It is by no means accidental that Kant insists on the “primacy of prac¬ 
tical reason ” as the all-important structuring principle of his system. For 
that principle enables him to “resolve” the dilemmas and contradictions 
of social life through the postulates of the “intelligible world” and the leg¬ 
islative supremacy of formal universality over all conceivable constraints 
of matter and empirical existence. The same model is applied to the 
assessment of the world of Right and the relationship between formal 
equality and substantive inequality: 

Right is the limitation of every man’s freedom so that it harmonizes with 
the freedom of every other man in so far as harmonization is possible 
according to a general law. Public Law is the totality of external laws 
which makes such a general consonance possible.... The civic constitu¬ 
tion is a relationship of free men who, despite their freedom for joining 
with others, are nevertheless placed under coercive laws. This is so 
because it is so willed by pure a priori legislating reason which has no 
regard for empirical purposes such as are comprised under the general 
name of happiness.... The general equality of men as subjects in a state 
coexists quite readily with the greatest inequality in degrees of the posses¬ 
sions men have, whether the possessions consist of corporeal or spiritual 
superiority or in material possession besides. Hence the general equality of 
men also coexists with great inequality of specific rights of which there may 
be many. Thus it follows that the welfare of one man may depend to a very 
great extent on the will of another man, just as the poor are dependent on the 
rich and the one who is dependent must obey the other as a child obeys his 
parents or the wife her husband or again, just as one man has command 
over another, as one man serves and another pays, etc. Nevertheless, all 
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subjects are equal to each other before the law which, as a pronouncement 
of the general will, can only be one. This law concerns the form, and not the 
matter of the object regarding which I may possess a right . 20 

The same orientation guides Kant in his reflections on history. 
Accordingly, he constructs a much more aprioristic unfolding of the his¬ 
torical process out of his postulates than Hegel, in conformity to the 
requirements of the categorical imperative. 

This becomes clear if we remember that even in the last phase of his 
philosophical development—when, under the impact of the French 
Revolution and its equally turbulent aftermath, he tries to face some of the 
contradictions of the real world in his philosophy—Kant could not get rid 
of the severe limitations of his aprioristic transcendentalism. He sets up a 
stark dichotomy between the “ moralist politician ” and the “ political 
moralist ,” 21 opting for the first on account of his conformity to the moral 
law as opposed to the second who bends moral considerations to suit the 
statesman’s advantage. 

Thus the abstract determinations of “duty and ought” (Pflicht and 
Sollen) are voluntaristically superimposed on both politics and history. 
Political actions, just like individual pursuits, are evaluated in accordance 
with the formal principle that directly universalizes one’s subjective 
maxim as a general law . 22 The question of right is raised “in relation to an 
a priori knowable politics .” 23 Freedom, equality, etc., are established as 
“duties ,” 24 and “moral evil” is declared to be by its very nature “self¬ 
destructive .” 25 Similarly, it is stipulated that “human rights must be held 
sacred” even if it means great sacrifices to the ruling powers . 26 

In harmony with this aprioristic determination of politics—which is 
also designed to establish “the unity of practical philosophy with itself ,” 27 
in accordance with the earlier mentioned principle of the primacy of prac¬ 
tical reason in the Kantian system as a whole—the postulated “moralist 
politician” is supposed to serve history’s own purpose: by pursuing the 
aim of “eternal peace” not as a “physical good” but as a “moral duty,” 
desired for its own sake and “arising out of the circumstances of acknowl¬ 
edging the duty itself .” 28 

Furthermore, the objective finality postulated by Kant becomes nec¬ 
essary in order to underpin the general moral construct, in view of its 
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structural deficiency in attempting to derive the objectivity of universally 
valid law (an abstract formalistic substitute for the interpersonal objectiv¬ 
ity of action in the social sphere) from the subjective maxims of isolated 
individuals. On the one hand, it is stated that parallel to the expansion of 
individual needs we find in history a necessary decrease in the possibility 
of their gratification (an idea very similar to the Malthusian view of 
socioeconomic development), from which it is deduced that in an inverse 
ratio to the empirical satisfaction of the individuals grows the moral fig¬ 
ure of the whole , thereby bringing nearer the rule of practical reason, the 
rule of morality. And on the other hand, nature’s original “finality” to 
make men live everywhere on earth, using war as its “despotic instru¬ 
ment” to realize this purpose , 29 is said to be progressively displaced by 
the teleology of “reciprocal self-interest” and the “ commercial spirit” 
(Handelsgeist: a concept borrowed from Adam Smith) corresponding to 
it. Accordingly, it is postulated that “commercial spirit, which is incom¬ 
patible with war [siclf], sooner or later will bring all people under its 
power ,” 30 thus pointing in the right direction of history’s inexorable 
march toward moral perfection and eternal peace in the framework of har¬ 
moniously coexisting states. 

As we can see, Kant’s horizon, too, is hopelessly constrained by the 
“standpoint of political economy,” i.e., by the standpoint of powerfully 
self-asserting capital. So much so that even in the midst of ever-intensi¬ 
fying conflagrations in Europe—and despite the growing evidence with 
regard to their material determinations—he idealizes “commercial spirit” 
to the point of completely disregarding that the exact opposite of his 
wishful expectations (i.e., the total destruction of humankind) might 
come true on the basis of the extreme negative potentialities implicit in 
that “spirit.” 

Thus it is the contradiction between the given historical reality and 
the idealized “commercial spirit” that produces the Kantian moral con¬ 
struct of politics and history. For such an approach resolves the striking 
contradictions between the embellished ideal and the cruelly prosaic real¬ 
ity by an abstract discourse on history as a “progressive approximation ” 31 
to the state of eternal peace and the universal rule of the moral law. 
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5.4 The Radical Openness of History 

Conceptualizing an earlier stage of social development and identifying 
itself with the Enlightenment attitude to Reason as the ultimate determi¬ 
nant of human action on the universal scale of the species, the Kantian 
conception pays much less attention to the recognizable characteristics of 
actual history than Hegel. For the latter incorporates in a strikingly realis¬ 
tic fashion many details of human development into his grandiose specu¬ 
lative scheme. 

But even so, no matter how great Hegel’s advance over Kant, he fails 
to conceptualize the radical openness of history, since the ideological 
determinations of his position stipulate the necessity of a reconciliation 
with the present and thus the arbitrary closure of the historical dynamic in 
the framework of the modern state. (Hence the necessary identification of 
“rationality” and “actuality” from which the ecjuation of actuality and pos¬ 
itivity can be derived.) Thus the characteristic “theological” teleology of 
“civil society,” in its circular reciprocity with the bourgeois state, asserts 
itself as the ultimate reconciliatory frame of reference—and a “point of 
rest”—of the Hegelian construct. 

Just as in the case of Kant, his great predecessor, the final responsibil¬ 
ity for the reconciliatory closure of Hegel’s conception resides with the 
ideological determinations, and not simply with the idealism of the 
Hegelian teleology per se. However, the latter is a most welcome method¬ 
ological complement and vehicle of the social standpoint of political 
economy from which the apologetic ideological determinations arise. 

To be sure, human history is not intelligible without some kind of 
teleology, as we have seen in chapter 2. But the only teleology consistent 
with the materialist conception of history is the objective and open-ended 
teleology of labor itself. At the fundamental ontological level such teleol¬ 
ogy is concerned with the way in which the human being—this unique 
“self-mediating being of nature”—creates and develops itself through its 
purposeful productive activity. 

fn this process, labor fulfills the function of active mediation in the pro¬ 
gressively changing metabolism between human beings and nature. All 
potentialities of the socialized human being as well as all characteristics of 
the social intercourse and social metabolism emerge from the objective 
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teleology of this mediation. And since the labor involved in these pro¬ 
cesses and transformations is the labor of human beings themselves, the 
active mediation between the human individuals and nature cannot be 
considered other than self-mediation that, as a framework of explanation, 
is radically opposed to any theological conception of teleology. 

Consequently, it is obvious already at this level that history must be 
conceived as necessarily open-ended in virtue of the qualitative change 
that takes place in the natural order of determinations: the establishment 
of a unique framework of ontological necessity of which self-mediating 
human teleology itself is an integral part. 

The historically created radical openness of history—human history— 
is, therefore, inescapable in the sense that there can be no way of theoret¬ 
ically or practically predetermining the forms and modalities of human 
.seif-mediation. For the complex teleological conditions of this self-medi¬ 
ation through productive activity can only be satisfied—since they are 
constantly being created and recreated—in the course of this self-media¬ 
tion itself. This is why all attempts at producing neatly self-contained and 
closed systems of historical explanation result either in some arbitrary 
reduction of the complexity of human actions to the crude simplicity of 
mechanical determinations, or in the idealistic superimposition of one 
kind or another of a priori transcendentalism on the immanence of 
human development. 


5.5 Critique of the Hegelian Philosophy of History 

It is well known that Marx credited idealism—in contrast to traditional 
materialism—with being the first to conceptualize the “active and subjec¬ 
tive side” of historical development. However, in view of the uncritical 
presuppositions of the philosophers concerned, with regard to the estab¬ 
lished order, idealism could envisage active intervention in the unfolding 
history only in an extremely abstract form. That is to say, it had to super¬ 
impose its preconceived “categories” on historical events and personali¬ 
ties alike, substituting the “self-development of the idea” for the objective 
determinations of actual social changes. 
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All the same, there can be no doubt that focusing attention on the sub¬ 
jective and active side of the multifaceted process of socio-historical inter¬ 
changes constituted a major achievement on the road to making the over¬ 
all dynamic of historical development intelligible in terms of conscious — 
even if, as far as the particular individuals were concerned, only paradox¬ 
ically and contradictorily conscious—human intervention in the complex 
order of determinations. 

It was due to the inner requirements of the “standpoint of political 
economy” that even the peak of such conception of history—the Hegelian 
philosophy—had to remain trapped within the contradictions of its nec¬ 
essarily abstract and preconceived teleological categories. For though 
Hegel boldly asserted that “the History of the World is nothing but the 
development of the Idea of Freedom,” 32 this grand statement sounded 
utterly vacuous on account of its merely contemplative 33 posture. 
Furthermore, it also suffered from the self-contradictory character of its 
apologetic tendency which saw the Idea’s ultimate “self-realization” in 
the modern capitalist state, 34 notwithstanding the internal divisions and 
antagonisms of the latter. Antagonisms that, to a significant extent, the 
Hegelian philosophy itself could not help acknowledging. 

As a result, Hegel equated the historical development that was sup¬ 
posed to have reached its final completion in the modern state with noth¬ 
ing less than the “justification of God in History.” This is how Hegel 
summed up his vision of historical development: 

The inquiry into the essential destiny of Reason —as far as it is considered 
in reference to the World—is identical with the question, what is the ulti¬ 
mate design of the World? And the expression implies that that design is 
destined to be realized. 35 

However, despite the religious phraseology, Hegel was not expressing here 
a religious concern as such. On the contrary, he considered it a great historical 
advance—accomplished by the “Germanic world” on behalf of the whole of 
mankind, as the climax of the unfolding of “universal history”—that “in tire 
Protestant Church the reconciliation of Religion with Legal Right has taken 
place. In the Protestant world there is no sacred, no religious conscience in a 
state of separation from, or perhaps even hostility to, Secular Right.” 36 
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Thus he put forward a secularized interpretation of history—one cul¬ 
minating in the rational actuality of the Germanic state—as the true 
Theodicaea. These were the final words of his Philosophy of History: 

That the History of the World, with all the changing scenes which its 
annals present, is this process of development and the realization of 
Spirit—this is the true Theodicaea, the justification of God in History. 
Only this insight can reconcile Spirit with the History of the World—viz., 
that what has happened, and is happening every day, is not only not ‘with¬ 
out God,’ but is essentially His Work. 37 

Others may have had their—strictly theological—view of Theodicaea, 
but that was of no interest to Hegel. His meaning of the “true Theodicaea ” 
was made perfectly clear in his recapitulation of the climax of the histori¬ 
cal process which preceded the fines just quoted: 

Feudal obligations are abolished, for freedom of property and of person 
have been recognized as fundamental principles. Offices of State are 
open to every citizen, talent and adaptation being of course the neces¬ 
sary conditions. The government rests with the official world, and the 
personal decision of the monarch constitutes its apex.... Yet with firmly 
established laws, and a settled organization of the State, what is left to 
the sole arbitrament of the monarch is, in point of substance, no great 
matter.... A share in the government may be obtained by every one who 
has a competent knowledge, experience, and a morally regulated will. 
Those who know ought to govern. . . . Objective Freedom—the laws of 
real Freedom—demand the subjugation of the mere contingent Will— 
for this is in its nature formal. If the Objective is in itself Rational, human 
insight and conviction must correspond with the Reason which it 
embodies, and then we have the other essential element—Subjective 
Freedom—also realized. 38 

In this sense, what counted in Hegel’s eyes as the true Theodicaea was 
the realization of Objective Freedom in the actuality of the modern state. 
And the historical process itself was defined as the establishment of the 
identity of the Objective and the Rational, as well as of Subjective Freedom 


KANT, HEGEL, MARX 


257 


and die requirements of the Law, reconciling at the same time the particu¬ 
lar individuals to the state-oriented “rational actuality” of the present. 

To be sure, in this conception the room for real historical determina¬ 
tions—i.e., determinations that would acknowledge the objective weight 
of the past and the present without blocking off the future—had to be 
extremely limited. “Activity” itself, in an idealistically respectable sense of 
the term, had to be made synonymous with self-contemplation in order to 
befit the definitional characterization of “Spirit.” For, according to Hegel, 
“the very essence of Spirit is activity: it realizes its potentiality—makes 
itself its own deed, its own work—and thus it becomes an object to itself; 
contetnplates itself as an objective existence.” 39 

Such a definitional determination of the nature of historical develop¬ 
ment, in accordance with an, a priori assumed, ^Maw-theological finality 
of “civil society,” and its corresponding state, inevitably vitiated Hegel’s 
conception of necessity and temporality alike. “Necessity” was conjured 
up by a conflation of logic and actuality, superimposing the abstractly pre¬ 
conceived categories of the “Science of Logic” on real historical move¬ 
ments and transformations, at times in the most grotesque form. 40 
“Temporality,” on the other hand, had to be turned in the end from a 
three-dimensional determination of past, present and future into an 
essentially one-dimensional present, partly for apologetic reasons and 
partly as a result of the internal conceptual requirements of the Hegelian 
system dominated by the Logic. 41 

We can see this through the fact that, despite defining History as “the 
ideal necessity of transition,” 42 Hegel could simultaneously also maintain 
that “the History of the World travels from East to West, for Europe is 
absolutely the end of History,” 43 in keeping with the glorified modern 
(Germanic) state in his overall system as the “final aim” of actual histori¬ 
cal development. The “necessitated gradations” 44 of this far from open- 
ended “transition” were all modeled on the Logic 45 that conveniently also 
lent itself to the apologetic requirements of compressing the dynamic 
three-dimensionality of actual historical time into a mythically inflated 
and metaphorically embellished present: 


Spirit is essentially the result of its own activity: its activity is the tran¬ 
scending of immediate, simple, unreflected existence—the negation of 
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that existence, and the returning into itself. We may compare it with the 
seed; for with this the plant begins, yet it is also the result of the plant’s 
entire life. . . . We have already discussed the final aim of this progres¬ 
sion. The principles of the successive phases of Spirit that animate the 
Nations in a necessitated gradation, are themselves only steps in the 
development of the one universal Spirit, which through them elevates 
and completes itself to a self-comprehending totality. While we are thus 
concerned exclusively with the Idea of Spirit, and in the History of the 
World regard everything as only its manifestation, we have, in traversing 
the past—however extensive its periods—only to do with what is present; 
for philosophy, as occupying itself with the True, has to do with the eter¬ 
nally present. Nothing in the past is lost for it, for the Idea is everpresent-, 
Spirit is immortal; with it there is no past, no fiiture, but an essentially 
now. This necessarily implies that the present form of Spirit compre¬ 
hends within it all earlier steps. These have indeed unfolded themselves 
in succession independently: but what Spirit is it has always been essen¬ 
tially; distinctions are only the development of this essential nature. The 
life of the ever present Spirit is a circle of progressive embodiments, 
which looked at from another point of view appear as past. The grades 
which Spirit seems to have left behind it, it still possesses in the depths of 
its present.* 6 

However, no amount of metaphorical flourish, not even the one aris¬ 
ing from the soil of Hegel’s philosophical and linguistic genius, could 
turn the abstract “self-activity” of Spirit—“returning into itself” through 
its a priori conformity to the timeless “principles” and categorial require¬ 
ments of a speculative Logic—into real history. For the seed does not sim¬ 
ply fall out of the sky, but comes into being through the actual processes 
of inorganic and organic matter, before it can reproduce itself as a new 
beginning, and not as an abstract logical coincidence of the categories of 
end and beginning. Real historical determinations have to account for the 
genesis and subsequent historical transformations of social/historical 
structures, in all three dimensions of actual historical time, instead of con¬ 
veniently assuming them through the self-referential circularity of “Spirit 
returning into itself” in accordance with the logically stipulated “essential 
nature” of its “essential presentness” and “self-comprehending totality.” 
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Comparably to the role of the “primacy of Practical Reason” in Kant’s 
system in general and in his philosophy of history in particular, it was 
because of the internal hierarchy of the Hegelian system as a whole—with 
the Philosophy of Right and its corresponding state formation at its apex— 
that the “eternal present” and its manifold circles had to come into dom¬ 
inance in Hegel’s conception of historical determination. This is why the 
Philosophy of History had to reach its climax in its apotheosis of the mod¬ 
em state, just as the Philosophy of Right had to culminate in an identically 
circular account of world history as the “self-realization of Reason” in the 
form of the state. History, according to Hegel, could exist in the past— 
though even then only “in the depths of Spirit’s present,” thus anticipating 
the structures of the “essentially now” —but not in the future: and espe¬ 
cially not at the level of “civil society” eternally locked into the pseudo- 
universal politics of the modern state. Thus despite Hegel’s boundless 
admiration for the Greek world—particularly pronounced with regard to 
art which he could locate in his scheme of things at an earlier stage of 
Spirit’s “self-activity”—he could find nothing positive to say about the 
political dimension of that civilization. He had to maintain that in politics 
“the Ancient and the Modern have not their essential principle in com¬ 
mon.” 47 For if they did, the process of sociopolitical development would 
have had to be admitted to be inherently contradictory, hence necessarily 
open-ended, instead of being terminated in its “Germanic form,” in a 
“civilizing” (i.e., imperialistically dominant) Europe defined as 
“absolutely the end of History.” 

In this philosophical glorification of the established power relations— 
which in fact sharply contradicted the Hegelian claims with regard to the 
historically unstoppable realization of the “principle of freedom”—national 
and colonial oppression were declared to be perfectly in accord with the 
inner requirements of “Spirit returning into itself” as “fully developed 
Spirit.” The dominant imperialist states received their philosophical legi¬ 
timation vis-a-vis the “minor states” they oppressed—and through such 
legitimation could in principle forever rightfully oppress—by saying: 

Minor states have their existence and tranquillity secured to them more 

or less by their neighbours: they are therefore, properly speaking, not 

independent, and have not the fiery trial of war to endure. 48 
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The idea of such “fiery trial of war” as a “life-and-death struggle,” said 
to be necessary because “it is solely by risking life that freedom is 
obtained” 49 —appeared in Hegel’s thought at a much earlier stage. 
However, in contrast to the Philosophy of History as well as to the 
Philosophy of Right, in the Hegelian Phenomenology of Mind it constituted 
only a limited and necessarily transcended moment of the objective 
dialectic of “Master and Bondsman.” Indeed, in the Phenornenology the 
Bondsman was able to assert itself against the initially dominant Master in 
its own way, through the power of labor, thereby not merely limiting but 
totally reversing the original relationship: 

For just where the master has effectively achieved lordship, he really finds 
that something has come about quite different from an independent con¬ 
sciousness. It is not an independent, but rather a dependent conscious¬ 
ness that be has achieved.. He is thus not assured of self-existence as his 
truth; he finds that his truth is rather the unessential consciousness, and 
the fortuitous unessential action of that consciousness. The truth of the 
independent consciousness is accordingly the consciousness of the 
bondsman. This doubtless appears in the first instance outside itself, and 
not as the truth of self-consciousness. But just as lordship showed its 
essential nature to be the reverse of what it wants to be, too, bondage will, 
when completed, pass into the opposite of what it immediately is: being a 
consciousness repressed within itself, it will enter into itself, and change 
round into real and true independence. . . . Through work and labour this 
consciousness of the bondsman comes to itself.... The negative relation 
to the object passes into the form of the object, into something that is per¬ 
manent. ... This negative mediating agency, this activity giving shape and 
form, is at the same time the individual existence, the pure self-existence 
of that consciousness, which now in the work it does is externalized and 
passes into the condition of permanence. The consciousness that toils and 
serves accordingly attains by this means the direct apprehension of that 
independent being as its self. ... In fashioning the thing, self-existence 
comes to be felt explicitly as his own proper being, and he attains the con¬ 
sciousness that he himself exists in its own right and on its own account 
\an undfur sich\}° 
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Horrified by the explosive implications of the objective dialectic of 
“Master and Bondsman”—which asserted the adequately self-sustaining 
existence and “an und fur sick” character of labor, together with the nec¬ 
essary historical supersession of “lordship”: shown to be totally superflu¬ 
ous in terms of Hegel’s own account—the author of The Phenomenology 
of Mind desperately tries to take back his conclusion already on the last 
half page of the chapter on “Lordship and Bondage” with the help of lin¬ 
guistic juggling and conceptual sophistry. 

The problem for Hegel is that “by the fact that the form is objectified 
[hinausgesetzt wir'd], it does not become something other [ihm nicht ein 
Anderes als es\ than the consciousness moulding the thing through work; 
for just that form is his pure self-existence, which therein becomes truly 
realized. Thus, precisely in labour where there seemed to be merely some 
outsider’s mind and ideas involved, the bondsman becomes aware, 
through this re-discovery of himself by himself of having and being a ‘mind 
of his own’ [sick selbst eigner Sinn].” 51 

Thus we are dangerously close at this point to clearly distinguishing 
and opposing to one another objectification and alienation, thereby 
undermining the conceptual impossibility of labor’s self-emancipation 
through the transcendence of alienation. 

Hegel extricates himself from this difficulty by simply declaring in the 
next—and final—paragraph of “Lordship and Bondage” that it is “neces¬ 
sary” to have “fear and service in general,” as well as “the discipline of 
service and obedience” coupled with “formative activity” in a “universal 
manner.” Thus the temporal dimension of the historical dialectic is radi¬ 
cally licjuidated and its phases become permanent “moments” of the 
externalized pseudo-universal structure of domination in which labor is 
“through and through infected” by internalized, rather than external, fear. 

To be sure, the Hegelian enthusiasm for “universal formative activity” 
as an “absolute notion” that ought to extend its mastery “over the entire 
objective reality” 52 is historical in the sense that it rejects the historically 
no longer tenable claims oi feudal bondage —and corresponding idle¬ 
ness—from the standpoint of political economy. However, its criticism of 
the past is inseparable from the “uncritical positivism” with which the 
timeless “moments” of structural domination become the defining char¬ 
acteristics of the Hegelian notion of “universal formative activity.” 


262 


SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND FORMS OF CONSCIOUSNESS 


The problem is that while discipline is indeed an absolutely necessary 
requirement of all successful formative activity, it is quite another matter 
as far as “fear and service” as well as “obedience” are concerned. Nor is 
there a necessary connection between disciplined formative activity and 
fear/service/obedience, provided that the activity in question is deter¬ 
mined by the “freely associated producers” themselves who also deter¬ 
mine the self-discipline appropriate to their own aims and to the inherent 
nature of the activity they embark upon. 

Naturally, Hegel, from capital’s standpoint of political economy, can¬ 
not embrace such perspective. Nor can he find, of course, anything to 
provide the “universality” of an inherently particularistic and iniquitous 
system of “formative activity” that retains the domination of one class by 
another in “civil society.” This is why the profound historical dialectic of 
“Lordship and Bondage” is in the end liquidated partly through the 
transformation of its actual historical phases into timeless “moments” and 
logical “categories,” and partly through arbitrary declarations (of the non¬ 
existent “necessary connections” we have just seen) and equally arbitrary 
linguistic devices. As an example of the latter it is enough to think of the 
use to which Hegel puts the expression “mind of its own” [der eigne 
Sinn ] in his precarious argument. For he categorically declares that if 
labor does not conform to the stipulated necessary connection between 
fear/service/obedience and formative activity, “then it has a merely vain 
and futile mind of its own [.so ist es nur ein eitler Sinn] .” Indeed, a few 
lines further on Hegel makes great play about the (strictly German, purely 
linguistic) connection between “mind ofits own” and “ stubbornness” [der 
eigne Sinn ist Eigensinn], so as to totally discredit any departure from the 
idea of “universal formative activity”—as wedded to fear, service and obe¬ 
dience—that reasserts labor’s permanent dependency. 

By the time we reach The Philosophy of History (and the Philosophy of 
Right), Hegel’s earlier inner doubts, intimated in the Phenomenology , 
completely disappear, and the ideological rationalization of the materially 
and politically dominant social order’s brutal self-assertion through the 
“fiery trial of war” acquires the anti-dialectical rigidity of an arbitrary 
metaphysical postulate in the Hegelian conception. 

As we have seen, Kant advocated and postulated the universal rule of 
a “perfect constitution,” the successful institution of “eternal peace,” and 
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the harmonious coexistence of all states within the framework of a League 
of Nations equally beneficial to all. He formulated these postulates on the 
explicitly stated ground that “the commercial spirit is incompatible with 
war,” thus elevating to the level of the so-called “a priori principles of 
Reason” the wishful thinking and universalistic illusions of “enlightened” 
capital: incurably particularistic, in fact, in its objective constitution, to 
the core. 

Hegel, representing—with a far greater sense of realism—a much 
more consolidated stage in the historical development of capital, had no 
use for the Kantian illusion of “eternal peace,” which was supposed to be 
established at a certain point of human advancement thanks to the 
enlightened dictates of the “commercial spirit.” He did not hesitate to say 
quite categorically that “the nation state is . . . the absolute power on 
earth,” and that the “universal proviso of international law therefore does 
not go beyond an ought-to-be ,” 53 Consequently, according to Hegel, the 
necessity of settling disputes by war had to assert its absolute primacy on 
the material ground of “civil society.” And he insisted that the realization 
of the idea of peace—a mere “ought-to-be,” even though it was arbitrarily 
and circularly assumed by Kant as the necessary culmination of historical 
development— “presupposes an accord between states; this would rest on 
moral or religious or other grounds and considerations, but in any case 
would always depend on a particular sovereign will and for that reason 
would remain infected with contingency. ” 54 

In this sense, Hegel was anxious to keep the dimension of “ought-to- 
be” at bay in his account of historical development, and to concentrate, 
instead, on the dominant tendencies of “actuality,” even if in the end he 
always transubstantiated the latter into specific manifestations of the 
Idea’s self-realizing “rationality.” Not surprisingly, therefore, in his discus¬ 
sion of the historically most advanced embodiment of the “commercial 
spirit” the pride of place had to be assigned to imperialistically expand¬ 
ing England. For, according to Hegel: 

The material existence of England is based on commerce and industry, 
and the English have undertaken the weighty responsibility of being the 
missionaries of civilization to the world; for their commercial spirit urges 
them to traverse every sea and land, to form connections with barbarous 
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peoples, to create wants and stimulate industry, and first and foremost to 
establish among them the conditions necessary to commerce, viz., the 
relinquishment of a life of lawless violence, respect for property and civil¬ 
ity to strangers. 55 

And to all those who might have criticized the inherent amorality of 
his conception, he firmly retorted that their doctrine rested on “superfi¬ 
cial ideas about morality, the nature of the state, and the state’s relation to 
the moral point of view.” 56 

Since it was Kant himself who formulated the irreconcilable opposi¬ 
tion between the “moralist politician” and the morally reprehensible 
“political moralist,” one could hardly fail to see the contradiction between 
these two outstanding figures of German philosophy in this respect. 
Indeed, Hegel was thoroughly convinced that his own philosophy repre¬ 
sented the radical supersession of the Kantian conception as a whole. 

And yet a closer look at the Kantian and Hegelian philosophies of his¬ 
tory reveals that the contradiction between the two concerning the ulti¬ 
mate perspectives of development is much more apparent than real. For 
both conceptions base their conclusions on the material premise of “civil 
society,” assumed by them in a totally uncritical manner as the absolute 
horizon of all conceivable social life as such. 

Hegel, though an acute observer of a later phase of historical deve¬ 
lopment, is not in the least more historical in this respect than Kant, who 
simply postulates the radical transcendence of the identified contradic¬ 
tions of “human nature” and “civil society” by the beneficial self-assertion 
of the “commercial spirit” and the ensuing realization of an ideal system 
of interstate relations. However, while the Kantian “ought” is undoubt¬ 
edly nothing more than the moralistic counter-image of a reality that he 
cannot conceivably criticize from the “standpoint of political economy” 
(which he fully supports, nay idealizes), Hegel has his own way of glorify¬ 
ing the social order of bourgeois “civil society,” in conformity to a histor¬ 
ically more advanced—and also more obviously antagonistic—stage of 
development conceptualized by him in a representative fashion. 57 

The generic moral postulates of the Kantian solution are no more 
telling about his uncritical acceptance of the social horizons of the “com¬ 
mercial spirit” than about the—both on the internal and on the interna- 
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tional plane—as yet far from fully articulated and consolidated character 
of the socioeconomic order which the standpoint of political economy 
expresses. By the time Hegel writes his Philosophy of History and The 
Philosophy of Right, well after the conclusion of the Napoleonic Wars and 
the consolidation of the new social order, the antagonisms of “civil soci¬ 
ety” and its state formation are too much in evidence to be able to reassert 
Kant’s Enlightenment illusions. Thus the contradictorily “indetermi¬ 
nate” determination of the state’s behavior through the material interests 
of “civil society” must be acknowledged for what it appears to be from the 
standpoint of political economy itself. As Hegel puts it: 

A state through its subjects has widespread connexions and many-sided 
interests, and these may be readily and considerably injured; but it 
remains inherently indeterminable which of these injuries is to be 
regarded as a specific breach of treaty or as an injury to the honour and 
autonomy of the state. 58 

As in Kant’s metaphor about the “erratic weather,” the “principle of 
indeterminacy” rules also in Hegel’s account of the ongoing develop¬ 
ments. And the reason why to both Kant and Hegel the underlying law 
must remain the mystery of a quasi-theological teleology is because they 
take for granted the absolute permanence of “civil society,” in all its con¬ 
tradictoriness, as the necessary premise of all further explanation. The 
uneasy coalescence of the multifarious constituents of the historical 
process is described by Hegel with graphic imagery: 

It is as particular entities that states enter into relations with one another. 
Hence their relations are on the largest scale a maelstrom of external con¬ 
tingency and the inner particularity of passions, private interests and self¬ 
ish ends, abilities and virtues, vices, force, and wrong. All these whirl 
together, and in their vortex the ethical whole itself, the autonomy of the 
state, is exposed to contingency. The principles of the national minds are 
wholly restricted on account of their particularity, for it is in this particu¬ 
larity that, as existent individuals, they have their objective actuality and 
their self-consciousness. 59 
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At the same time, the “world mind” is postulated as the imaginary 
resolution of the manifold actual contradictions without questioning, 
however, the social world of “civil society” in the slightest. Particular 
states, nations, and individuals are said to be “the unconscious tools and 
organs of the world mind at work within them,” 60 and the “individuals 
as subjects” are characterized as the “ living instruments of what is in 
substance the deed of the world mind and they are therefore directly at 
one with that deed though it is “ concealed from them and is not their aim 
and object ,” 61 

In this way, again, a genuine insight is inextricably linked to an apolo¬ 
getic mystification. On the one hand, it is recognized that there is an inher¬ 
ent lawfulness in the historical process that necessarily transcends the lim¬ 
ited and self-oriented aspirations of particular individuals. Accordingly, 
the objective character of historical determinations is grasped the only way 
feasible from the standpoint of political economy and “civil society”: as the 
paradoxically conscious/unconscious set of individual interactions effec¬ 
tively overruled by the totalizing “cunning of Reason.” On the other hand, 
though, the stipulated historical law must be ascribed to a force—be it 
Adam Smith’s “invisible hand,” Kant’s providential plan of “nature,” or 
Hegel’s “cunning of Reason”—which asserts itself and imposes its own 
aims over against the intentions, desires, ideas, and conscious designs of 
human beings, even if it is said to act mysteriously through them. For envis¬ 
aging the possibility of a real collective subjectivity as the—materially iden¬ 
tifiable and socially efficacious—historical agent is radically incompatible 
with the eternalized standpoint of “civil society.” 

This has the welcome consequence from the point of view of the 
Hegelian conception that history—whose inner dynamism is ascribed to 
the design of “Reason returning to itself”—can be brought to an end at 
the ideologically required juncture in actual history, whatever people 
might think of this solution. For any conscious rejection of the Hegelian 
idea of the end of history can be readily dismissed with reference to the 
same “cunning of Reason” as no more than the unconscious individual 
conceptualization of the hidden ways in which the “world mind”—out¬ 
witting, by definition, the particular individual—asserts its own ultimate 
aim of preserving the absolute finality of its now reached finality. 
Accordingly, the possibility of any real—i.e., comprehensive—criticjue of 
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the advocated apologetic scheme is deflected and a priori discredited. 
And the radically anti-dialectical conclusions that speak of the Europe of 
Hegel’s own time as “absolutely the end of history” can be misrepre¬ 
sented as the final completion of the historical dialectic. 

Thus, ironically, despite the significant advances of Hegel in detail 
over Kant, we end up in his philosophy of history with the fictitious final¬ 
ity of the “Germanic realm,” which is said to represent the “absolute turn¬ 
ing point. ” For it is claimed that in the Germanic realm the world mind 
“grasps the principle of the unity of the divine nature and the human, the 
reconciliation of objective truth and freedom as the truth and freedom 
appearing within self-consciousness and subjectivity, a reconciliation 
with the fulfilment of which the principle of the north, the principle of the 
Germanic peoples, has been entrusted.” 62 

Hegel hails the developments under the Nordic principle of the 
Germanic peoples—including the empire-building English, animated, as 
we have seen above, by the “commercial spirit” as the “reconciliation and 
resolution of all contradiction,” and he sums up his claims as to what is in 
the process of being accomplished in the following terms: 

The realm of fact has discarded its barbarity and unrighteous caprice, 
while the realm of tmth has abandoned the world of beyond and its arbi¬ 
trary force, so that the true reconciliation which discloses the state as the 
image and actuality of reason has become objective. In the state, self-con¬ 
sciousness finds in an organic development the actuality of its substantive 
knowing and willing. 63 

Hegel often protested against the intrusion of “ought-to-be” into phi¬ 
losophy. In truth, though, what could be more blatantly dominated by the 
“ought” of wishful thinking than his own way of making historical devel¬ 
opment culminate in the modern state identified with the image and actu¬ 
ality of reason? 

One of the most contradictory aspects of the Hegelian conception is 
its far-sighted grasp of the irresistibly global character of the ongoing 
development and, at the same time, its transubstantiation into an abstract 
logico/philosophical category—the category of the “world spirit’s self- 
anticipating universality”—through which the objective dynamism of the 
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whole process can be frozen into the static finality of the established pres¬ 
ent, under the absolute hegemony of the “Germanic peoples.” The use of 
the Logic in the service of such end is highly symptomatic. For once the 
anticipated categorial development is completed—in accordance with the 
stipulated requirements of the Hegelian “dialectical circle”—and the 
logico/historical stage of “universality” is reached, there can be no con¬ 
ceivable advance beyond it. From that moment on the “principle of the 
north, the principle of the Germanic peoples”—declared to be the fully 
adequate principle of the accomplished stage of universality—acquires its 
representative significance and historically insurmountable validity. 
Thus, though the actual unfolding of history is radically incompatible 
with the idea of its closure, the arbitrary identification of its “Germanic 
stage” with the category of “universality” successfully accomplishes the 
apologetic ideological purpose of terminating history in the present. 
Accordingly, the Hegelian category of “universality” becomes the 
absolute legitimator of the dominant power relations, as well as the self- 
righteous judge of everything that fails to conform to its standard favoring 
itself and nothing else. 

We can see the devastating intellectual consequences of the ideologi¬ 
cal determinations that produce such pseudo-universal rationalization of 
the most narrowly particularistic social interests in Hegel’s discussion of 
the “African character.” He sets out stating: 

The peculiarly African character is difficult to comprehend, for the very 
reason that in reference to it, we must give up the principle which natu¬ 
rally accompanies all our ideas—the category of Universality. In Negro 
life the characteristic point is the fact that consciousness has not yet 
attained the realization of any substantial objective existence. . . . The 
Negro exhibits the natural man in his completely wild and untamed state. 

We must lay aside all thought of reverence and morality—all that we call 
feeling—if we would rightly comprehend him; there is nothing harmo¬ 
nious with humanity to be found in this type of character. 64 

As to the evidence required to substantiate such assertions, Hegel is 
not ashamed to rely on—what he would elsewhere dismiss with the great¬ 
est contempt as “hearsay and popular prejudice,” if not much worse— 
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“the copious and circumstantial accounts of Missionaries.” 65 And here is 
an example of the “reports” whose intellectual level is not higher than the 
worst kind of missionary imbecility which Hegel, nonetheless, incorpo¬ 
rates in all seriousness into his “philosophical evaluation” of the “African 
character”: 

Tradition alleges that in former times a state composed of women made 
itself famous by its conquest: it was a state at whose head was a woman. 

She is said to have pounded her own son in a mortar, to have besmeared 
herself with the blood, and to have had the blood of pounded children 
constantly at hand. She is said to have driven away or put to death all the 
males, and commanded the death of all male children. These furies 
destroyed everything in the neighbourhood, and were driven to constant 
plunderings, because they did not cultivate the land. Captives in war were 
taken as husbands: pregnant women had to betake themselves outside the 
encampment; and if they had born a son, put him out of the way. This infa¬ 
mous state, the report goes on to say, subsequently disappeared. 66 

All alleged defects and negative traits of the “African character” are 
attributed to the fatal absence of any consciousness of universality. Thus 
according to Hegel, “The Negroes indulge that perfect contempt for 
humanity, which in its bearing onjustice and Morality is the fundamental 
characteristic of the race. They have moreover no knowledge of the 
immortality of the soul, although spectres are supposed to appear. The 
undervaluing of humanity among them reaches an incredible degree of 
intensity. Tyranny is regarded as no wrong, and cannibalism is looked 
upon as quite customary and proper. Among us instinct deters from it, if 
we can speak of instinct at all as appertaining to man. But with the Negro 
this is not the case, and the devouring of human flesh is altogether conso¬ 
nant with the general principles of the African race.” 67 

If a thinker of Hegel’s stature indulges in such absurd racist fantasies, 
one cannot simply come to terms with that by circularly asserting that this 
is an “error” of some kind on his part. For there is a great deal more to this 
ideological eagerness to believe the unbelievable than “naivete” and 
philosophical “error.” Indeed, the real motivation behind his assessment 
of the “African race” reveals itself in Hegel’s discussion of slavery. It is full 
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of elementary logical contradictions for which he would not have hesi¬ 
tated to fail his first-year high school pupils when he taught philosophy at 
the Nuremberg Gymnasium. 

On the one hand he states that “turning our attention in the next place 
to the category of political constitution, we shall see that the entire nature 
of this race is such as to preclude the existence of any such arrangement.” 68 
And again: “Want of self-control distinguishes the character of the 
Negroes. This condition is capable of no development or culture, and as 
we see them at this day, such they have always been ,” 69 Yet, though cate¬ 
gorically insisting—as a matter of absolute, racial determinations—on the 
impossibility of improvement and advancement with regard to “Africa, the 
Unhistorical,” 70 at the same time, he can both “oppose” and defend slav¬ 
ery in the name of the—a priori unfulfillable—condition of “gradual mat¬ 
uration,” by saying: 

Slavery is in and for itself injustice, for the essence of humanity is 
Freedom; but for this man must be matured. The gradual abolition of 
slavery is therefore wiser and more equitable than its sudden removal. 71 

A “logic” worthy indeed of Ian Smith of Rhodesia at his worst. 

At the roots of such blatantly self-contradictory philosophy of history 
we find not only the arrogant “principle of the north of the Germanic peo¬ 
ples”—dominating the greater part of the world even today—but, again, 
the glorification of the modern state. For it is in relation to the “inherent 
rationality” of the latter that Hegel has the nerve to maintain that the 
“Negroes” are better off in slavery within the framework of the Germanic 
state than under their inferior “natural condition” among themselves: 

Negroes are enslaved by Europeans and sold to America. Bad as this may 
be, their lot in their own land is even worse. . . . The only essential con¬ 
nection that has existed and continued between Negroes and the 
Europeans is that of slavery. In this the Negroes see nothing unbecoming 
them, and the English who have done most for abolishing the slave-trade 
and slavery, are treated by the Negroes themselves as enemies.... Viewed 
in the light of such facts, we may conclude slavery to have been the occa¬ 
sion of the increase of human feeling among the Negroes.... Existing in 
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a State, slavery is itself a phase of advance from the merely isolated sen¬ 
sual existence—a phase of education —a mode of becoming participant 
in a higher morality and the culture connected with it. 72 

And that is not all. For within the frame of reference of the allegedly 
higher rationality of the Germanic state everything can be turned upside 
down, whenever the interest of ideologically justifying the unjustifiable 
requires that. Accordingly, we are told by Hegel that if the Europeans 
exterminate thousands of Africans, responsibility and blame for such acts 
must be attributed to the “want of regard for life” of those who resist their 
invaders: 

In the contempt of humanity displayed by the Negroes, it is not so much 
a despising of death as a want of regard for life that forms the character¬ 
istic feature. To this want of regard for life must be ascribed the great 
courage, supported by enormous bodily strength, exhibited by the 
Negroes, who allow themselves to be shot down by thousands in war 
with Europeans. Life has a value only when it has something valuable as 
its object. 73 

And, of course, the “great courage of the Negroes” is totally worthless 
on account of its failure to match up to the aprioristic requirements that 
measure the “intrinsic worth” of everything in public life in terms of their 
conformity or otherwise to the uncritically assumed interests of the 
Germanic state. For “the intrinsic worth of courage as a disposition of 
mind is to be found in the genuine, absolute, final end, the sovereignty of 
the state.” 74 How could one possibly argue against the “image and actu¬ 
ality of Reason” championed in such terms? 

The peculiarity of the Kantian and Hegelian philosophies of history 
was that they could not content themselves with claiming necessity on the 
ground of natural determinations. Viewing as they did the object of their 
aspirations, the idealized world of the “commercial spirit,” from the dis¬ 
tance of an economically as well as politically underdeveloped country— 
a distance that painfully underscored the fact that their “necessity” was 
to a large extent a mere desideratum in their own country—they had to 
strengthen their claims through references to the “a priori principles of 
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reason” and to the “absolute determinations” of the “science of logic.” 
By contrast the classics of English political economy, as we shall see later 
on, had no need for the crutches of idealist “logical necessity.” 
Contemporaries to the unfolding power of capital and of its Industrial 
Revolution, they could confidently elevate to the rank of unchallengeable 
necessity the alleged characteristics of “human nature” and the prevail¬ 
ing contingencies of the capitalistic mode of production without any fur¬ 
ther ado. Nor did they need to idealize the modern state. On the con¬ 
trary, what they were interested in was precisely to secure the greatest 
possible margin of action to the self-expanding economic forces them¬ 
selves. This implied, of course, the most severe curtailment of the state’s 
power of direct interference in the socioeconomic metabolism, which 
was said to be in any case ideally regulated by the benevolent “invisible 
hand” itself. 

The Hegelian transubstantiation of the particularistic contingency of 
“civil society” into “logical necessity” and “universality,” and the stipu¬ 
lated identity of such universality with the “principle of the modern 
world” was thus also the expression of weakness and a search for ideal 
allies under the materially and politically precarious conditions of the 
“German misery” (Marx). Paradoxically, however, this precarious posi¬ 
tion turned out to be a major asset in some ways in the development of 
German philosophy. For the enforced distance from the immediate deter¬ 
minations of capital’s unfolding dynamism enabled the greatest represen¬ 
tatives of German philosophy—above all Hegel himself—to elaborate the 
fundamental principles of dialectical thought, even if in a mystified form. 
(We shall see in this respect the comparative superiority of Hegel over 
Ricardo, with regard to the dialectical relationship between content and 
form, in the next section.) 

Nevertheless, the idealist rationalization of material contingencies— 
and thereby their elevation to the lofty plane of “ideal necessity”— 
imposed its negative consequences at all levels of the Hegelian philoso¬ 
phy. Even the most obvious material processes had to be turned upside 
down and twisted around so as to be able to “deduce” them from the 
Idea’s self-determination, in accordance with the ideally stipulated “prin¬ 
ciple” and “category” of the historical period to which they belonged. As 
an example, we may think of the way in which even the technology of 
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modern warfare was deduced by Hegel from “thought and the universal.” 
For, according to him: 

This principle of the modem world —thought and the universal—has 
given courage a higher form, because its display now seems to be more 
mechanical, the act of not this particular person, but of a member of a 
lohole. Moreover, it seems to be turned not against single persons, but 
against a hostile group, and hence personal bravery appears impersonal. 

It is for this reason that thought has invented the gun, and the invention 
of this weapon, which has changed the purely personal form of bravery 
into a more abstract one, is no accident J 5 

In this way, through its direct derivation from “the principle of the 
modern world,” the material contingency of ever more powerful modern 
warfare, rooted in a globally expanding capitalist technology, acquired not 
only its “ideal necessity” but was simultaneously set above all conceivable 
criticism in virtue of its full adequacy—the “rationality of actuality”—to 
that principle. And since courage as “intrinsic worth” was itself inextrica¬ 
bly linked to the “absolute, final end, the sovereignty of the state,” as we 
have seen above, the apologetic circle of history reaching its culmination in 
the Germanic “civilizing” state, with its ruthlessly efficacious modern war¬ 
fare “invented by thought” for the sake of realizing in a suitable “imper¬ 
sonal” form the “image and actuality of reason,” was fully closed. 

Inevitably, such a conception of history and the state could only pro¬ 
duce in the Hegelian system a truncated dialectic, with “Spirit returning 
into itself” as its orienting principle and circularity as its necessary con¬ 
comitant with regard to actual historical determinations. The circular con¬ 
ceptualization of the established order, stipulating that “what is rational is 
actual and what is actual is rational,” 76 dissolved every contradiction of the 
“essentially now” by escaping from the real to the “inward freedom” of 
thought activity while leaving the practical world intact, together with all 
its contradictions, in its necessary “otherness”: as, by definition, the realm 
of a permanent—but philosophically irrelevant—alienation. 77 At the same 
time, it had to conclude with apologetic resignation that “to recognize rea¬ 
son as the rose in the cross of the present and thereby to enjoy the present 
is the rational insight which reconciles us to the actual .” 78 
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If Hegel had to acknowledge that there was “chill in the peace with the 
world,” as he was advocating it, he could always escape from this diffi¬ 
culty by insisting that “there is less chill” 79 in his reconciliation of 
“Reason” with actuality than otherwise would be. At a certain point, in 
accordance with his logico/anthropological 80 characterization of the 
stages of historical development—which suited his apologetic conclu¬ 
sions in other respects, indicating that there could be no conceivable 
advance beyond the final phase of “Old Age” corresponding to the 
Germanic state formation—he had to admit that the comparison was 
inherently problematical. But he succeeded in extricating himself even 
from that corner through definitional sophistry, by saying that: “The Old 
Age of Nature is weakness; but that of Spirit is perfect maturity and 
strength, in which it returns to unity with itself, but in its fully developed 
character as Spirit.” 81 

However, no such ingenuity could remove resignation from the advo¬ 
cated reconciliation with the established world. For the earlier quoted 
assertion that “the true reconciliation which discloses the state as the 
actuality of reason” 82 could not be separated from Hegel’s pessimistic 
“owl of Minerva” metaphor. This conclusion appeared in the same work 
which reiterated, in the strangest possible opposition to “ought,” the 
acceptance of the chilling imperative of a “peace with the present” by 
acknowledging that it all happens only by default: 

One word more about giving instruction as to what the world ought to 
be. Philosophy in any case always comes on the scene too late to give it. 

As the thought of the world, it appears only when actuality is already 
there cut and dried after its process of formation has been completed. 

The teaching of the concept, which is also history’s inescapable lesson, 
is that it is only when actuality is mature that the ideal first appears over 
against the real and that the ideal apprehends this same real world in its 
substance and builds it up for itself into the shape of an intellectual 
realm. When philosophy paints its grey in grey, then has a shape of life 
grown old. By philosophy’s grey in grey it cannot be rejuvenated but only 
understood. The owl of Minerva spreads its wings only with the falling 
of the dusk. 83 
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Thus the recognition of an inherently problematical state of affairs 
could not be carried any further, since it would have undermined the 
entire philosophical construct and its social efficacy. As so often in the 
Hegelian philosophy, the “theoretical interest” of knowledge—a genuine 
dialectical insight into an objective contradiction—collided with the 
“practical interest” of maintaining the established order as given, no mat¬ 
ter how acute its contradictions. 

This is why, ultimately, Hegel’s historical conception had to floun¬ 
der on the rock of his own social horizon—the horizon of “civil soci¬ 
ety” in tune with the standpoint of political economy—which could 
offer no solution to the perceived contradictions. For while in labor , 
for instance, he recognized, with a tremendous insight, both the foun¬ 
dation of history and the wretched condition of alienated individuality, 
he produced a pseudo-solution to this objective contradiction, pre¬ 
serving it in reality while transferring its phantom image to the “intel¬ 
lectual realm” of speculative philosophy, thereby totally emptying it of 
its actual historical dimension and explanatory power. Since he could 
see no way out of the contradictory condition in virtue of which “the 
fully grown man [in Hegel’s general logico/anthropological sense of 
the term] devotes his life to labour for an objective aim; which he pur¬ 
sues consistently, even at the cost of his individuality ,” 84 he had to end 
up with the chimera of “Spirit’s self-activity” fulfilling its “historical 
destiny” in the totally ahistorical realm of the “eternally present” as 
invented by speculative Logic. 


5.6 Naturalistic and Dialectical Conceptions of Necessity 

The materialist conceptions that originate in the social ground of “civil 
society”—idealized from the standpoint of capital’s political economy— 
are equally constrained by their characteristic vantage point. It is not sur¬ 
prising, therefore, that Marx is not less critical of the materialist concep¬ 
tualizations of historical development than of their idealist counterparts. 
For while Marx’s materialist predecessors operate with naturalistic mod¬ 
els of social life, Marx consciously defines his own position as dialectical, 
hence irrepressibly historical. 
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Nowhere is the irreconcilable opposition between dialectical and nat¬ 
uralistic materialism more acute than in their respective conceptions of 
necessity. The dialectical conception puts into relief the historical dynamic 
and specificity of the processes concerned. By contrast, the naturalistic 
approach tends to obliterate the historical specificities and transubstanti¬ 
ate them into claimed natural characteristics and determinations. 

Marx clearly illustrates this opposition in his critique of political 
economists, underscoring the apologetic ideological function of their 
general approach. Thus Malthus, for instance, 

regards overpopulation as being of the same kind in all the different his¬ 
torical phases of economic development; he does not understand their 
specific difference, and hence stupidly reduces these very complicated 
and varying relations to a single relation, two equations, in which the nat¬ 
ural reproduction of humanity appears on the one side, and the natural 
reproduction of edible plants (or means of subsistence) on the other, as 
two natural series , the former geometric and the latter arithmetic in pro¬ 
gression. In this way he transforms the historically distinct relations into 
an abstract numerical relation, which he has fished purely out of thin air, 
and which rests neither on natural nor on historical laws. There is 
allegedly a natural difference between the reproduction of mankind and 
e.g. grain. This baboon thereby implies that the increase of humanity is a 
purely natural process, which requires external restraints, checks, to pre¬ 
vent from proceeding in geometrical progression. . . . He transforms the 
immanent, historically changing limits of the human reproduction 
process into outer barriers; and the outer barriers to natural reproduc¬ 
tion into immanent limits or natural laws of reproduction.” 85 

As we can see, the transubstantiation of the historically specific into a 
timeless “natural” determination, and the concomitant inversion of the 
relationship between immanent limits and outer barriers for the sake of 
inventing an alleged “natural law,” are not simply “mistakes” or “concep¬ 
tual confusions.” On the contrary, they fulfill the obvious ideological func¬ 
tion of “eternalizing” the given social/economic order: by transferring its 
historical, and therefore changeable, characteristics to a fictitiously per¬ 
manent “natural” plane. 
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This happens to be the case not only with Malthus, the “clerical 
baboon,” but even with the outstanding figures of bourgeois political 
economy—including Adam Smith and Ricardo—who are often praised 
by Marx. Thus Adam Smith treats labor and the division of labor as 
human natural force in general, ahistorically linking the latter to capital 
and rent, and constructing out of these elements a “vicious circle” of self- 
sustaining presuppositions from which there can be no escape. 

With Adam Smith 

“labour is in principle the source of value only in so far as in the division of 
labour the surplus appears as just as much a gift of nature. A natural force of 
society, as the soil with the Physiocrats. Hence the weight Adam Smith lays on 
the div ision of labour. Capital, on the other hand, appears to him—because, 
although he defines labour as productive of value, he conceives it as use-value, 
as productivity for-itself, as human natural force in general (this distinguishes 
him from the Physiocrats), but not as wage labour, not in its specific character 
as form in antithesis to capital —not as that which contains wage labour as its 
internal contradiction from its origin , but rather in the form in which it 
emerges from circulation, as money, and is therefore created by circulation, by 
saving. Thus capital does not originally realize itself—precisely because the 
appropriation of alien labour is not itself included in its concept. Capital 
appears only afterwards, after already having been presupposed as capital—a 
vicious circle —as command over alien labour. Thus, according to Adam 
Smith, labour should actually have its own product for wages, wages should 
be equal to the product, hence labour should not be wage labour and capital 
not capital. Therefore, in order to introduce profit and rent as original ele¬ 
ments of the cost of production, i.e., in order to get a surplus value out of the 
capitalist production process, he presupposes them, in the clumsiest fashion. 

The capitalists do not want to give land and soil over to production for noth¬ 
ing. They want something in return. This is the way in which they are intro¬ 
duced, with their demands, as historical fact, but not explained ,” 86 

Thus the “clumsy” behavior of a great thinker—the blatantly circular 
presupposition of what must be historically traced and explained—pro¬ 
duces the ideologically welcome result of transforming the specific condi¬ 
tions of the capitalistic labor process into the timeless natural conditions 
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of the production of wealth in general. At the same time, a determinate 
social/historical necessity—together with the temporality appropriate to 
it—is turned into a natural necessity and an absolute condition of social 
life as such. Furthermore, since the question of capital’s origin is circu¬ 
larly avoided—i.e., its genesis from the “appropriation of alien labor,” in 
permanent antithesis to labor, the inherently contradictory, indeed ulti¬ 
mately explosive, character of this mode of producing wealth remains 
conveniently hidden from sight, and the bourgeois conceptualization of 
the capitalist labor process, predicating the absolute finality of the given 
“natural” conditions, cannot be disturbed by the thought of the historical 
dynamic and its objective contradictions. 

In the same way, David Ricardo conceives the relationship of wage 
labor and capital 

as a natural , not as a historically specific social form, the creation of 
wealth as use-value; i.e. [for Ricardo] their form as such, precisely 
because it is natural, is irrelevant, and is not conceived in its specific rela¬ 
tion to the form of wealth, just as wealth itself, in its exchange-value form, 
appears as a merely fo rmal m edia tion of its ma terial composition; thus 
the specific character of bourgeois wealth is not grasped—precisely 
because it appears there as the adequate form of wealth as such, and thus, 
although exchange-value is the point of departure, the specific economic 
forms of exchange themselves play no role at all in his economics. 
Instead, he always speaks about distribution of the general product of 
labour and of the soil among the three classes, as if the form of wealth 
based on exchange-value were concerned only with use-value, and as if 
exchange-value were merely a ceremonial form, which vanishes in 
Ricardo just as money as medium of circulation vanishes in exchange. 87 

Again, the historically specific is turned into the allegedly “natural” and 
thereby that which is in reality transient is given the status of a natural 
necessity. The conflation of “use-value” and “exchange-value”—which we 
can witness also in Adam Smith—is by no means accidental. For thanks to 
such conflation, a highly problematical (indeed contradictory and ulti¬ 
mately explosive) form of wealth—one that necessarily subordinates the pro¬ 
duction of use-value to the, no matter how wasteful, expansion of exchange- 
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value—can be presented as “the adequate form of wealth as such.” The 
method used is equally telling. It consists in the undialectical separation 
and opposition of content and form 88 through which the potentially critical 
aspect of the given value form (the duality of use-value and exchange-value) 
can be reduced to “merely formal” irrelevance, whereas the apologetic 
dimension of the selfsame historical value form (exchange-value misrepre¬ 
sented as use-value) is elevated to being a “ material” and “natural” sub¬ 
stance, so as to confer upon it the status of an absolute necessity. 

The obliteration of the historical dialectic, the elimination of sociohis- 
torical specificities for the sake of producing imaginary natural necessi¬ 
ties—in the service of the “eternalization” of the bourgeois relations of pro¬ 
duction—is one of the principal objects of the Marxian critique. What is 
implicit in this critique is the concern for the self-emancipation of the asso¬ 
ciated producers from the fetishistic “power of things” (a constant theme 
of Marx’s writings from his youth to his old age), opposing to capitalistic 
“reification” the objectively unfolding potentialities of a genuinely 
autonomous mode of action. Getting to grips with the question of “neces¬ 
sity”—in the sense of both drawing the line of demarcation between natu¬ 
ral and social necessity, and determining with precision the historical, 
hence transitory, character of the latter—is an integral part of this concern. 

Referring to Ricardo’s definition of circulating and fixed capital in 
terms of their relative degree of perishability, Marx writes: “According to 
this [view], a coffee-pot would be fixed capital, but coffee circulating cap¬ 
ital. The crude materialism of the economists who regard as the natural 
properties of things what are social relations of production among people, 
and qualities which things obtain because they are subsumed under these 
relations, is at the same time just as crude an idealism, even fetishism, 
since it imputes social relations to things as inherent characteristics, and 
thus mystifies them.” 89 

The point is that things do not become capital—whether circulating or 
fixed—in virtue of their natural properties, but on account of being sub¬ 
sumed under determinate social relations. If it was really the case, as Adam 
Smith, Ricardo, and others had claimed, that the historically given mode 
of production was “the adequate” expression of the natural characteristics 
of things and of the “natural law” of social intercourse and production as 
such, then there could be no way out of the “vicious circle” of a priori pre- 
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supposing capital so as to live with it forever. The “crude materialism” and 
fetishistic idealism of the political economists—their capitulation, in one 
way or another, to the power of things—serves precisely the apologetic ide¬ 
ological end of declaring their vicious circle unbreakable. This is why the 
task of “demystification” is inseparable from a precise definition of the nat¬ 
ural and the social, the “absolute” (i.e., in nature’s way enduring) and the 
specifically historical, grasping the necessities involved within their 
social/historical parameters, and not as untranscendable absolutes on 
account of their arbitrarily imputed “natural” ground. 


5.7 Need and Necessity in the Historical Dialectic 

One of the most important aspects of this complex of problems concerns 
the relationship between need and necessity, and indeed the inherently 
historical character of both. Nothing illustrates this more clearly than the 
changing ratio between natural necessities and social needs in the course 
of the reduction of necessary labor time and the growing adoption of 
“luxuries” as social necessities. The necessity involved in such transfor¬ 
mations 

is itself subject to changes, because needs are produced just as are prod¬ 
ucts and the different kinds of work skills. Increases and decreases do 
take place within the limits set by these needs and necessary labours. The 
greater the extent to which historic needs —needs created by production 
itself, social needs —needs which are themselves the offspring of social 
production and intercourse, are posited as necessary, the higher the level 
to which real wealth has become developed. Regarded materially, wealth 

consists only in the manifold variety of needs .This pulling away of 

the natural ground from the foundations of every industry, and this trans¬ 
fer of its conditions of production outside itself, into a general context— 
hence the transformation of what was previously superfluous into what is 
necessary, as a historically created necessity —is the tendency of capital. 

The general foundation of all industries comes to be general exchange 
itself, the world market, and hence the totality of the activities, inter¬ 
course, needs, etc., of which it is made up. Luxury is the opposite of nat- 
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urally necessary. Necessary needs are those of the individual himself 
reduced to a natural subject. The development of industry suspends this 
natural necessity as well as this former luxury—in bourgeois society, it is 
true, it does so only in antithetical form, in that it itself only posits 
another specific social standard as necessary, opposite luxury. 90 

It may sound strange to hear that necessity is “subject to changes” 
until we recall that the natural being to which this condition applies is a 
unique natural being who introduces a thoroughly new mode of causality 
into the order of nature through its productive activity. Hence the original 
natural relationships are not merely modified to a certain degree but can 
be radically reversed in the course of historical development. This is how 
that which is for a start naturally necessary becomes historically super¬ 
seded through the production of the new needs themselves. Consequently, 
clinging to the notion of the timeless “natural” is nothing but mystifica¬ 
tion, which implies the absurd reduction of the human individual to an 
unrecognizably crude, animal-like “natural subject.” 

The other side of the same coin is that just as the original natural 
necessity is historically displaced and becomes a superfluous and intoler¬ 
able constraint from the point of view both of the individual and of the 
social metabolism in general, likewise the formerly superfluous and gen¬ 
erally unaffordable “luxury” becomes vitally necessary not simply from 
the point of view of the separate individuals but, above all, with regard to 
the continued reproduction of the newly created elementary conditions 
of social life as such. For through the advance of the productive forces the 
strictly natural progressively recedes and a new set of determinations 
enters into its place. Consequently, the removal of the newly acquired and 
structurally incorporated (diffused, generalized) “luxuries” from the 
existing framework of production would carry with it the collapse of the 
entire production system. 

This is a far from unproblematical process in that the transformation 
of the formerly necessary into superfluous, and vice versa, simultaneously 
removes all kinds of objective constraints and opens up the possibility of 
not only genuine historical achievements but also that of finding quite 
arbitrary and manipulative “solutions” to the newly generated problems 
and contradictions of social/economic life. Hence the necessary distinc- 
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tion between the growth of wealth as the development of the “manifold 
variety of needs” on the one hand, and the manipulative production and 
imposition of “artificial appetites” on the other, since the latter arise from 
the wasteful needs of an alienated production process and not from those 
of the “rich social individual.” For so long as the production process fol¬ 
lows its own determinations in multiplying wealth as divorced from con¬ 
scious human design, the products of such alienated procedure must be 
superimposed on the individuals as “their appetites,” in the interest of the 
prevailing production system, irrespective of the consequences in the 
longer run. As a result, the “pulling away of the natural ground from the 
foundations of every industry” brings with it not a liberation from neces¬ 
sity as such but the ruthless imposition and universal diffusion of a new 
kind of necessity. 


5.8 The Conflation of Natural and Historical Necessity 

From the point of view of the bourgeois social order this new kind of 
necessity is just as absolute as natural necessity was prior to being dis¬ 
placed by historical development. This is why the political economists 
cannot conceptualize the true liberating potential of the ongoing 
social/economic transformations. Instead, they must conflate the prevail¬ 
ing historical necessity with “natural necessity” so as to be able to defend 
the ultimately unnecessary necessity of the capitalist labor process as the 
absolute necessity and untranscendable natural horizon of all social life. 

This conflation of the “natural” and the “necessary” is accomplished 
not for the sake of paying the slightest attention to nature itself but, on the 
contrary, so as to be able to contradict it in the most blatant fashion: by 
declaring the self-propelling necessities of the prevailing mode of produc¬ 
tion to be “natural/absolute,” thereby decreeing the unquestionable “nat¬ 
uralness” of even the most artificial appetites that arise from the alienated 
needs of self-expanding exchange value. 

If the arbitrarily stipulated, fixed “human nature”—with its necessary 
“egotism” (Hobbes, Kant, etc.) and “propensity to exchange and barter” 
(Adam Smith)—cannot establish the claimed link between “nature/ne¬ 
cessity” and the wastefully proliferating artificial appetites, other mythical 
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concepts and arbitrary assumptions come to the rescue. Accordingly, the 
myth of the “pursuit of diversity” —as “implanted by nature into all indi¬ 
viduals”—is postulated in order to subsume under the force of yet 
another apriorism the specific pressures and requirements of even the 
most parasitic phase of development. Such a priori determination of 
“diversity,” then, conveniently functions as the universal label under 
which anything and everything can be explained and justified, from the 
self-serving platitudes and formalism of liberal political theory to putting 
stripes into toothpaste and shaping like fishtails the wings of motor cars: 
all in the name of “individual sovereignty” and “consumer sovereignty” of 
a “free society,” in perfect harmony with nature, of course. 

The point is, though, that both “natural” and “necessary” must be 
questioned as a result of historical development. At one end, natural 
necessity progressively leaves its place to historically created necessity, and 
at the other historical necessity itself becomes potentially unnecessary 
necessity through the vast expansion of society’s productive capacity and 
real wealth. Thus historical necessity is indeed “a merely historical neces¬ 
sity”: a necessarily disappearing or “vanishing necessity” [eine ver- 
schwindende Notwendigkeit] 91 that must be conceptualized as inherently 
transient, in opposition to the absoluteness of strictly natural determina¬ 
tions (like gravity). 

However, natural and historical necessity are inextricably intertwined 
in the objective dynamic of social development itself, which makes an 
adecjuate conceptualization of their relationship extremely difficult. Since 
the disappearing necessity of historical necessity is visible only from a 
standpoint able and willing to acknowledge the ultimately unnecessary 
necessity of the given social/economic necessities, there can be no real 
understanding of the intricate historicization of nature in the human con¬ 
text if the necessarily transient character of all forms of production in 
terms of which such historicization first becomes possible is denied in 
order to be able to maintain the permanent necessity of the capitalist mode 
of production. 

It is not possible to grasp the meaning of “historical necessity” with¬ 
out simultaneously questioning in the human context “natural necessity” 
as well. And vice versa: it is not possible to understand the true meaning 
of “natural necessity”—i.e., the vital distinction between the absolute con- 
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ditions of production, the elementary requirements of the social metabo¬ 
lism itself, 92 and the historically transcendable natural conditions and 
determinations of social life—without radically questioning at the same 
time the historical limits (i.e., the strictly relative validity) of all historical 
necessity. Failing to do so, due to some prevailing social interest, carries 
with it in all bourgeois historical conceptions—even in the greatest of 
them, as we have seen in Hegel’s case—the contradiction of ending up 
with a negation of history, despite the original intentions of the theoreti¬ 
cians concerned, substituting thus an idealized “nature,” or some other 
abstract schematism, for real history. In view of these determinations it is 
by no means accidental that the political economists resort to the confla¬ 
tion of the social and the natural, the historically necessary and the natu¬ 
rally necessary, the sociohistorically transient and the absolute. They can¬ 
not have a clear view of any of these concepts since it is inconceivable for 
them to see the rule of capital as an ultimately unnecessary and therefore 
potentially disappearing necessity. 

The conflation of natural and historical necessity and the concomitant 
obliteration of the inherently historical character of all historical necessity 
in bourgeois conceptions corresponds to the objective processes of capi¬ 
tal’s social/economic metabolism that ruthlessly subdue everything under 
their “iron determination,” from the articulation of the material infrastruc¬ 
ture to the production of art and philosophy as saleable commodities. It is 
possible to speak in Marxist theory of the quasi-natural law of the capital¬ 
ist mode of production only because capital itself objectively asserts its 
inner determinations in this fashion, refusing to accept any limits, and 
overpowering all obstacles to its own self-expansion. 

Ironically, however, liberal ideologists attempt to combine their total 
capitulation to this “iron necessity” of capital’s quasi-natural law—the 
belief that “there can be no alternative ” to capital’s prevailing processes of 
productive reproduction—with the mythology of “freedom” as confined 
either to some lofty imaginary realm, like the Hegelian “self-understand¬ 
ing of Reason” or to the prosaic margins of operating in submission to 
capital’s reified determinations while maintaining the illusion of “con¬ 
sumer sovereignty” and “individual freedom.” And since the Marxian 
theory openly challenges both capital’s objective determinism and the 
corresponding ideological capitulation to its claimed “natural necessity,” 
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it is, of course, the Marxian conception of freedom and human self-eman¬ 
cipation, and not the targets of its critique, that must appear in this 
upside-down world of bourgeois ideology as “historical and economic 
determinism ” and the negation of freedom. 


5.9 The Disappearing Necessity of Historical Necessity 

In reality, the Marxian conception of history points in the opposite direc¬ 
tion. Far from remaining trapped within the horizon of any determinism, 
it indicates, in fact, a movement toward the supersession of not just the 
capitalistic economic determinations but of the preponderant role of the 
material basis as such. As Marx puts it (immediately after defining histor¬ 
ical necessity as “a merely historical, a vanishing” necessity), “The result 
and inherent purpose of this process is to suspend this basis itself.” 93 

The “purpose” here referred to is not some hidden “destiny,” fore¬ 
shadowed from time immemorial, but the objective telos of the unfolding 
historical process that itself produces such possibilities of human self¬ 
emancipation from the tyranny of the material basis, possibilities that are 
by no means anticipated from the outset. Nor is it simply a self-propelling 
material determination that produces the positive result of the suspension 
of the once completely overbearing material basis itself. On the contrary, 
at a crucial point in the course of the historical development a conscious 
break must be made in order to alter radically the destructive course of the 
ongoing process. This condition cannot be emphasized strongly enough. 

As we have seen earlier, the historical dynamic of ever-expanding 
needs and correspondingly growing productive forces pulls away the nat¬ 
ural ground from every industry and objectively transfers the conditions 
of production outside them, to the plane of ultimately global interchanges. 
This progressive displacement of natural necessity by “historically cre¬ 
ated necessity” opens up the possibility of a universal development of the 
productive forces, involving the “totality of the activities” 94 within the 
framework of the growing international division of labor and of the ever- 
expanding world market. Since, however, the conditions of production 
are outside the particular industrial enterprises—outside even the most 
gigantic transnational corporations and state monopolies—capital’s “uni- 
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versalizing tendency” turns out to be a very mixed blessing indeed. For 
though on the one hand it creates the genuine potentiality of human 
emancipation, on the other it represents the greatest possible complica¬ 
tions—implying the danger of even totally destructive collisions—in that 
the conditions of production and control happen to be outside , thus, 
nightmarishly, everywhere and nowhere. As Marx argues: 

The barrier to capital is that this entire development proceeds in an 
entirely contradictory way, and that the working-out of the productive 
forces, of general wealth, knowledge, etc., appear in such a way that the 
working individual alienates himself [sich entaussert ]; relates to the condi¬ 
tions brought out of him by his labour as those not of his own but of an 
alien wealth and of his own poverty. But this antithetical form is itself fleet¬ 
ing, and produces the real conditions of its own suspension. The result is 
the tendentially and potentially general development of the forces of pro¬ 
duction—of wealth as such—as a basis; likewise the universality of inter¬ 
course, hence the world market as a basis. The basis as the possibility of 
the universal development of the individual, and the real development of 
the individuals from this basis as a constant suspension of its barrier, 
which is recognized as a barrier, not taken for a sacred limit. Not an ideal 
or imagined universality of the individual, but the universality of his real 
and ideal relations. Hence also the grasping of his own history as a 
process, and the recognition of nature (equally present as practical power 
over nature) as his real body. The process of development itself posited 
and known as the presupposition of the same. For this, however, necessary 
above all that the full development of the forces of production has become 
the condition of production; and not that specific conditions of productions 
are posited as a limit to the development of the productive forces. 95 

Thus capital’s universalizing tendency can never come to real fruition 
within its own framework, since capital must declare the barriers which it 
cannot transcend—namely its own structural limitations—to be the 
“sacred limits” of all production. At the same time, what should indeed 
be recognized and respected as a vitally important objective determina¬ 
tion—nature in all its complexity as “men’s own body”—is totally disre¬ 
garded in the systematic subjugation, degradation and ultimate destruc- 
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tion of nature. For the interests of capital’s continued expansion must 
overrule even the most elementary conditions of human life as directly 
rooted in nature. 96 

Whether the “possibility of the universal development of the individ¬ 
ual” comes to fruition depends, therefore, on the conscious recognition of 
the existing barriers. Accordingly, “the result and the inherent purpose of 
the whole process” mentioned by Marx cannot be the unproblematical 
outcome of some material mechanism. Its realization requires both the 
conscious recognition of the prevailing contradictions/barriers and the 
ability to institute a new mode of non-alienated social intercourse on the 
basis of that recognition. In other words, what is at stake is a conscious 
intervention in the material processes so as to break the vicious circle of 
their self-asserting chaos on a global scale , instead of accommodating our¬ 
selves to the course of the prevailing material mechanisms in the spirit of 
a naive reliance on a new kind of benevolent “invisible hand” or “cunning 
of Reason,” as manifested through the world market and the fully accom¬ 
plished international division of labor. 

Marx’s description of the inherent logic of these processes in fact culmi¬ 
nates in indicating a mode of social intercourse whose contrast with the 
dominance of self-asserting material determinations could not be greater. 
This is how he assesses the ongoing development and its implications: 

There appears here the universalizing tendency of capital, which distin¬ 
guishes it from all previous stages of production. Although limited by its 
very nature, it strives towards the universal development of the forces of 
production, and thus becomes the presupposition of a new mode ofpro- 
duction, which is founded not on the development of the forces of pro¬ 
duction for the purpose of reproducing or at most expanding a given 
condition, but where the free, unobstructed, progressive and universal 
development of the forces of production is itself the presupposition of 
society and hence of its reproduction; where advance beyond the point 
of departure is the only presupposition. 97 

Thus just as the pulling away of the natural ground from the founda¬ 
tion of every industry—the ever-receding necessity of natural necessity— 
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transfers the conditions of production outside them, in the same way the 
progressively disappearing necessity of historical necessity transfers the 
positive potentiality of capital’s universalizing tendency outside it, to a rad¬ 
ically new mode of social production and intercourse. Without a conscious 
break from the tyranny of the material base necessitated by this transfer, 
the “universalizing tendency” we can witness in the ever more chaotic 
interlocking of the global social intercourse can only assert its destructive 
potentialities, given the impossibility of a viable overall control on the basis 
of capital’s own “presuppositions.” And no one could seriously describe 
the project of articulating the conceptions and corresponding institutions 
needed for a conscious global control of the conditions of human self-real¬ 
ization as the spontaneous unfolding of material inevitability. 

The “free, unobstructed, progressive and universal” development of 
social life under the conditions of the new mode of production implies 
the end of one-sided material determinations and thereby also a radically 
new relationship between the former material basis and its superstruc¬ 
ture—dieir effective ‘ fusion ”—in the new “ realm of freedom.” And this is 
precisely the fundamental meaning of the Marxian discourse on basis and 
superstructure. For Marx is not simply concerned with providing a real¬ 
istic as well as flexible/dialectical explanation of the complex relationship 
between material structures and ideas, important though such explana¬ 
tion might be in the context of cultural theory. His main concern is to 
chart the course of human emancipation and the obstacles—material, 
institutional, ideological—in its way. Naturally, emancipation includes the 
freeing of ideas, too, from the power of blind material determinations. 
Indeed it would be a very strange “realm of freedom,” one in which every¬ 
thing could be produced freely except ideas. 

Just as it is not possible to talk about individual freedom without force¬ 
fully opposing the subsumption of individuals under their own class, and 
not merely their domination by the ruling class, in the same way it is not 
possible to take the idea of the future “realm of freedom” seriously with¬ 
out envisaging at the same time the emancipation of the various forms of 
consciousness from the preponderant constraints of the material basis as 
such. This is why the disappearing necessity of historical necessity is so 
important in the dialectic of historical development. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Structure and History: The Dialectical 
Intelligibility of Historical Development 

6.1 Preliminaries 

We have seen in the last chapter that in the writings of the great thinkers 
who viewed the historically given world—and in an eternalizing way legit¬ 
imated its antagonistic societal reproductive practices—from the stand¬ 
point of capital, including Adam Smith and Hegel, the relationship 
between historical necessity (in principle subject to change) and natural 
necessity 1 was characteristically conflated. This strange conflation was 
accomplished by them because it could yield the kind of value-laden, in 
strict logical terms fallacious but ideologically most pertinent, rationaliz¬ 
ing conclusions in their scheme of things. Such “conclusions” happened 
to be—as from the adopted standpoint of capital’s political economy they 
had to be —well in tune with the objective determinations and self-propel¬ 
ling requirements of capitalist “civil society,” idealized by the political 
economists and philosophers in question. Their ideological rationaliza¬ 
tions took the revealing form of transfiguring their indefensible assump¬ 
tions into peremptorily decreed conclusions. 

This way of theorizing the world by the outstanding thinkers of the 
bourgeoisie, already in the ascending phase of capital’s all-encompassing 
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historical development, was particularly telling in the case of Hegel, as 
briefly indicated earlier. For, as a great idealist philosopher, who defined 
all of his principal categories in relation to the “Absolute Spirit,” Hegel 
could find nothing even slightly problematical, let alone theoretically 
inconsistent, about justifying his ideologically —and only ideologically— 
well understandable defence of historically created and consolidated social 
inequality (of “skill and wealth ” in his words) in the name of natural 
necessity. Thus, in his Philosophy of Right, Hegel proclaimed: 

Men are made unequal by nature, where inequality is in its element, and 
in civil society the right of particularity is so far from annulling this nat¬ 
ural inequality that it produces it out of mind and raises it to an inequal¬ 
ity of skill and wealth, and even to one of moral and intellectual attain¬ 
ment. To oppose to this right a demand for equality is a folly of the 
Understanding which takes as real and rational its abstract equality and 
its “ought-to-be.” 2 

Even the assertion according to which “men are made unequal by 
nature” is typically self-serving, fallaciously equating difference with 
“natural inequality.” For human beings are undoubtedly made in some 
ways different by nature, but by no means unequal in the Hegelian sense 
of capital-apologetic social inequality. That kind of determination is 
imposed upon the class of working individuals by the discriminatory 
requirements of their established societal reproductive order. But of 
course Hegel was in no way alone in squeezing morally justifiable claims 
out of the unjustifiable structural determinations of the most iniquitous 
capital system. 

In all such approaches, championed by the intellectual giants of the 
bourgeoisie in the ascendant, some key tenets were presented as if they 
had self-evident truth value, without any attempt at substantiating them, 
in the interest of declaring the rationally unchallengeable permanence of 
the established order. At the peak of the intellectual development of the 
European Enlightenment movement the key ideological tenets assumed 
in that way by the thinkers concerned ranged from Adam Smith’s depic¬ 
tion of the capitalist order as “the natural system of perfect liberty and jus¬ 
tice,” 3 benevolently managed by the mysterious “invisible hand,” through 
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Kant’s proclamation of the incurable “asocial sociability ” and “egotism” 
of human beings—asserted by him as being due to the unalterable pro¬ 
duction of humanity from “crooked timber”—all the way not only to 
Hegel’s just quoted pretended “natural” justification of historically 
imposed and perpetuated structural class inequality in “civil society,” 
declared to be in full conformity to the “rational actuality” of the 
“Absolute Spirit,” but also to his mysterious explanatory concept of the 
“Cunning of Reason” as the fundamental principle of intelligibility of 
world historical development as a whole. 

This way of conceptualizing the world was unavoidable by the 
thinkers referred to. For what was absolutely incompatible with the stand¬ 
point of capital—and it cannot be stressed strongly enough: incompatible 
not only in the regressive and ever more destructive phase of capital’s sys¬ 
temic development but already in its epoch of ascendance—was the vital 
concept of structural change without which a coherent h istorical view of 
the human world is unthinkable. That is, a historical view open toward the 
structurally alterable future as a matter of its innermost determinations. 
This is what had to be from the start beyond the horizon of capital’s rep¬ 
resentative intellectual figures, and remain so in their conceptions of the 
world forever, as quite inimical to their system’s inalterable logic of hier¬ 
archical structural domination and subordination. 

Eternalizing the historically created world in this way was by no 
means a case of feasible corrigibility of a theoretical conception that could 
be remedied through the process of philosophical enlightenment. 
Historical intelligibility cannot be derived from the internal resources of 
philosophy alone. Some crucial objective conditions must be satisfied as 
the sustaining ground of intelligibility of the actual historical movement. 

In order to make it possible to envisage the idea of structural change 
as the required explanatory concept in historical theory, the real world 
itself to which the concept of “irrepressible structural change” refers must 
be conceived as objectively dynamic and historically determined in its own 
terms of reference. And that necessary condition implies that the adopted 
historical vision must be radically open toward the future on the ground of 
the objective structural determinations of the unfolding development itself 
That is the tangible meaning of the philosophical principle that asserts 
the dialectical primacy of social being over consciousness. 
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In this sense, the idea of change could not be sustained as truly histor¬ 
ical if it were confined to acknowledging transformations only within the 
parameters of the established structural framework, no matter how funda¬ 
mental; for instance, like the qualitative advance represented by the 
Industrial Revolution in the development of capitalism, in contrast to its 
historical phases prior to that revolution. In other words, in order to qual¬ 
ify as an open-ended historical vision, the necessary key term of reference 
of structural change had to be conceived as epochal, embracing in a dialec¬ 
tical and therefore unclosable way not simply the given historical epoch, 
but all epochs, including all those that are bound to arise in the course of 
the still unfolding human development in the future. 

Thus the validity of epochal determinations had to be defined in 
meaningful objective terms. Not as conjuncturally manageable and with 
the aggravation of the descending phase of a societal reproductive sys¬ 
tem’s development only violently enforceable if it cannot be “subtly” 
manipulated, but as epochally sustainable. Once the actual sustainability 
of the dominant social forces characteristic of a specific historical epoch 
becomes problematical—as happens to be the case under our own cir¬ 
cumstances of capital’s ever more destructive reproductive order—the 
move to a not marginally but fundamentally different set of epochal deter¬ 
minations is objectively activated within humanity’s time horizon, irre¬ 
spective of how consciously, or not, the historical subject responds to the 
emerging changes. Accordingly, this crucial objective societal require¬ 
ment of epochal sustainability carries with it in theory the necessity of 
grasping and explaining the problems of human historical development 
not in terms of some abstract cosmic time horizon but on the ground of 
the objective societal/historical dialectic. 

Thus in the Marxian vision the concept of structurally evidenced his¬ 
torical change —as the vital qualifier in the constitution of a genuine his¬ 
torical view of humanity’s development—had to be defined as epochal his¬ 
torical change in the most comprehensive sense of the term. That way of 
approaching the problem was essential for being able to identify not only 
the ascending but also the descending phase of development of the given 
historical epoch, and thereby also the increasingly more problematical 
aspects of the socioeconomic system within its framework. For the struc¬ 
tural deficiencies and ultimately insoluble contradictions of a descending 
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systemic phase of reproductive interchange can become properly high¬ 
lighted only from the societal vantage point of a more advanced epochal 
alternative. 

In this sense, the historical standpoint deserving its name had to com¬ 
bine itself from the “inside” elaborated synthesis of the systemic determi¬ 
nations of the given epochal structural framework with an ability to step 
“outside” of it, in the interest of an appropriate critical evaluation of the 
emerging and aggravating epochal limits themselves. And that way of 
looking at these problems necessarily meant the investigation of the 
objective dialectic of the all-embracing —but at the same time irrepressibly 
open-ended —epochal determinations. That is, it had to mean the adop¬ 
tion of an “all-embracing epochal perspective” in the sense of envisaging 
the successive development of qualitatively different and potentially more 
advanced historical epochs of societal reproduction. 

“Historical totalization” could not qualify as really historical unless it 
was oriented toward the open-ended totality of feasible human historical 
development, on the ground of humanity’s necessary social metabolic 
interchange with nature. Such vision of historical totalization was called 
upon to assess the significance of the particular instances and phases of 
transformation, including the structurally well identifiable move from one 
historical epoch to the next, in the most comprehensive sense of the 
objective all-embracing epochal dialectic. 

The ability to view the dominant systemic forces both from the 
“inside” and from the “outside,” in the interest of securing a truly open- 
ended conception of historical development, had to mean not only envis- 
aging change itself but the necessity of epochal structural change as aris¬ 
ing from the objective internal dynamics of the given order. It also meant 
the necessity of envisioning new epochal transformations at some appro¬ 
priate time in the future, on the internal ground of the objectively prevail¬ 
ing determinations whose constituents—pointing in the direction of the 
future—were already at work in the actually existing present, at least in an 
embryonic form. For, in view of the innermost dialectical determinations 
of continuity and discontinuity —that is, continuity in change and change 
in continuity —the historical dimension of human affairs could not be 
artificially separated from, let alone apologetically opposed to, the trans- 
historical constituents of change. 
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The dialectical intelligibility of historical development could not be 
conceived in any other way. For the transhistorical is an integral part of 
the overall historical transformations. But, of course, the dynamic deter¬ 
minations of the fr-awi-historical—whether positive, like humanity’s 
cumulatively emancipatory advancement, or negative, like the exploitative 
power of class domination across a variety of social formations—should 
not be confused, or speculatively confounded, with the iw^ra-historical, 
in the interest of eternalizing apologetics. 

Naturally, this kind of always open-ended epochal progression —the 
dialectical unity of the historical and the transhistorical—could not be 
legitimately defined by some aprioristic principle or preconceived design. 
Its only feasible objective ground of determination cannot be other than 
humanity’s actually sustainable life span, in its inseparability from the 
changing—at any particular point in time more or less adequately 
secured, but as a matter of absolute requirement always to be renewed— 
social metabolic interchange with nature. There can be no historical con¬ 
ception theoretically sustainable as an alternative to that. Not even if the 
adopted aprioristic principle or preconceived design is metaphysically 
ennobled as “the World Spirit.” 

As we have seen, the closure of the historical movement could be con¬ 
ceptually envisaged, and made intelligible in its own terms of reference, in 
the Hegelian system. It could be done even in the form of the idealization 
of imperialistically dominant Europe as “absolutely the end of history .” 4 

We have seen that this conception was spelled out with reference to 
the “Theodicaea of the World Spirit ” 5 and its “Cunning of Reason,” 
which was said to be able to determine—by using the “world historical 
individuals,” like Julius Ceasar and Napoleon, as its instruments —the 
course of world historical development toward the completion of its own 
end, prefigured right from the beginning. 

Naturally, that kind of solution—and any form of closure, no matter in 
what way it might be justified—is totally inadmissible when historical 
analysis is centered on the actual ground of the objective historical dialec¬ 
tic. Thus, contrary to accusations leveled against Marx’s historical con¬ 
ception , 6 there can be no question of an idealizing closure of history 
through the arrival of the envisaged socialist historical epoch. The social¬ 
ist world order advocated by Marx as a historical epoch—in Marx’s own 
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words described as “the new historic form,” in contrast to what he calls 
its “pre-history”—must be radically open in its comprehensive epochal 
parameters and corresponding internal determinations, or it could not 
qualify for being historical at all. 

The objective and subjective factors of actual historical development, 
explained in terms of the dialectical interrelationship of the complex 
material and cultural determinants that constitute the changing overall 
structural framework of social metabolic reproduction, embracing all 
epochs of the past and epochally open to the future, all have their own 
appropriate weight and significance in this respect. That is why the objec¬ 
tive historical dialectic cannot be legitimately pushed toward a wishfully 
projected conclusion even by the most ingenious theoretical scheme. Nor 
could it be explained by the well-known categories and principles formu¬ 
lated from capital’s vantage point, like the “invisible hand” postulated by 
Adam Smith (and much celebrated even in the twentieth century, with 
extreme conservative intent), or the Kantian idea of “Nature’s 
Providence” watching over the paradoxically preordained selfish moves 
of the creature made from “crooked timber.” Nor indeed by the most flex¬ 
ible of them in speculatively elucidating world historical events and devel¬ 
opments: the Hegelian “Cunning of Reason.” 

The only way to make dialectically intelligible the course of actual his¬ 
torical development is by adopting as the theoretically necessary point of 
departure the dynamic transformations of objectively existing need and 
necessity—and in the first place by nature categorically imposed —with ref¬ 
erence to the progressive self-constitution and potentially emancipatory 
self-mediation of the human agency. That is to say, by accounting in histor¬ 
ical theory for structurally meaningful change through the intervention of 
the actual human subject of history not as a fictitiously inflated “sovereign 
maker” of historical change—to the arbitrary exclusion of the immensely 
weighty objective conditions, found by the social individuals at their point 
of arrival, and in a partially modified form left to the next generation both 
to live with and to modify—but as a vital and genuinely active part (and 
only a part, no matter how important) of the overall process. 

In this sense, the challenging problem of dialectical intelligibility in 
historical theory requires focusing on the actual process of the human 
being becoming the subject of history in a properly defined sense. That 
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kind of meaningful self-constitution of the historical subject takes place in 
the course of the human being progressively developing its ability to sig¬ 
nificantly overcome—not just in principle but in its increasingly more 
extended transformatory practice over nature and society—the grave lim¬ 
itations of necessity. Not only those of “blind necessity,” which happen to 
be from the outset categorically imposed on humankind by nature, but 
also the self-imposed, and under the productively more advanced condi¬ 
tions of development quite unjustifiable, historical necessity arising from 
antagonistic societal reproductive mediation required by the prevailing 
but historically superable modality of social metabolic control. 

This is what we can identify as humanity’s historical process of 
emancipatory transformation, from the first instances of genesis and self¬ 
constitution of the active subject of history to its most advanced full-scale 
development. But this process is very far from matching the wishful pro¬ 
jection of some linear “progress.” 

To be sure, the results of this process of the historical dialectic are 
cumulatively embodied in the overall framework of changing socioeco¬ 
nomic systems, thanks to the complex interdeterminations of the objec¬ 
tive and subjective factors at work in epochal structural change. However, 
the truth is that we are talking about a historical process that combines 
advances and relapses at times in a most bewildering way. For the preva¬ 
lence of the emancipatory advances of this human historical process is a 
great positive potentiality only. It cannot be turned into historically 
endurable actuality without gaining conscious control over the destructive 
constituents of the same development. The destructive constituents, that 
is, which are as objective parts of the overall historical dialectic as the cre¬ 
ative human self-emancipatory forces. 

Thus, in order to make dialectically intelligible the unfolding 
course of human historical development, in its openness toward the 
epochally changing future, all such conflicting forces and determina¬ 
tions—warning in our time about the increasing danger of humanity’s 
potential self-destruction and calling for historically viable reassurances 
against it—must be taken on board. 
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6.2 The Dynamics of Need, Necessity, and Epochally 
Sustained Structural Change 

Cosmic time is irreversible in the sense that it follows its own course of 
unfolding—according to the determinations and transformations emanat¬ 
ing from its objective constituent forces —on the most comprehensive cosmic 
scale. That scale is called in cosmology the “universe,” but—in contrast to 
rehgiously inspired “Big Bang” metaphysics—it should be properly quali¬ 
fied as “the part of the universe now accessible to our actual means of obser¬ 
vation.” 7 In this objective sense, irreversible cosmic time asserts its inex¬ 
orable logic in tune with the—by human beings absolutely unrestrainable— 
interplay of chance and necessity in its incommensurable cosmic setting. 

That is very far from being the case with humanity’s more or less 
controllable time horizon. For human historical time unfolds according 
to its own terms of reference of which human subjectivity —from some 
point onward in humankind’s development—is an integral part. 
Moreover, human historical time can overwhelmingly prevail, for better 
or worse, only in our planetary household, and it can make its impact to 
some extent in the extremely limited broader interplanetary surrounding 
around us, compared to the vastness of the universe now accessible to 
our means of observation. 

This fundamental difference makes socially articulated historical time 
in principle rationally controllable by human beings. But, of course, this 
assertion is also in need of qualification. For on the one hand it is true that 
human historical time becomes rationally controllable to an increasing 
degree, in its own setting, across history. However, on the other hand, the 
unfolding of historical time simultaneously also makes humanity’s socie¬ 
tal reproductive interchanges—among the members of society and with 
nature—more or less directly affected by potentially quite devastating 
irrationality. A characteristic irrationality that arises from the class-deter¬ 
mined failure of the social individuals to overcome the structural antago¬ 
nisms of their given form of societal reproductive control. Nevertheless, it 
must be also stressed here, that the irrationality in question is—again at 
least in principle—avoidable or superable. 

As to the implied fundamental contrast with the irreversibility of cos¬ 
mic time, human historical time—in which emancipatory advancement is 
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a profoundly meaningful and seminally important concept—is not only 
reversible, as evidenced by many advances and relapses chronicled in the 
course of actual historical development, but even totally destroyable 
through the potential self-destructive activity of the human historical sub¬ 
ject. That is the real meaning of irreversible historical closure, and not the 
speculatively hypostatized “end of history” in the apologetically posited 
“rational actuality” of capital’s “eternal present.” 

The term “catastrophe” is a prominently anthropomorphic concept, 
applicable in the domain of cosmic time in an analogical sense only, bor¬ 
rowed from human society. In the human world, however, the word “cat¬ 
astrophe” has a precise meaning of overwhelming negative finality. It 
stands for the periodically experienced destructive impact of some 
immense forces—of nature or society—on human life, like a massive 
earthquake or flood, or in its conceivably most devastating form, for the 
possibility of the potential termination of human history itself, as the ulti¬ 
mate catastrophe. 

Thus the contrast between human historical time and cosmic time 
could not be greater also in this menacingly negative, but at the same time 
epochally most relevant sense. Far from offering the epochal sustainabil¬ 
ity of the now existing conditions, the present stage of development of 
human historical time imposes on humanity, with unpostponable 
urgency, a never before seen but absolutely inescapable orienting determi¬ 
nation. For as a result of a specific type of, historically produced, systemic 
societal reproductive development, under the rule of capital, the 
reversibility of human historical time at the present juncture of history 
had assumed the form—which happens to be very far from a vague and 
abstract theoretical possibility—of the acute practical danger of the termi¬ 
nation of humanity’s historical time altogether. And to underline the grav¬ 
ity of this radically new epochal challenge, all of the required means and 
potentially all-destructive powers for accomplishing such ultimate cata¬ 
strophic process are fuhy at the disposal of capital’s actually existing and 
structurally entrenched irrational vested interests. This is a grave condi¬ 
tion identifiable for the first time ever in history. 

How did this apparently self-contradictory turn of historical events 
and developments come about, at the peak of humanity’s highest pro¬ 
ductive advancement? What are the grounds on which the potentially 
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fateful, and on the face of it quite absurd, culmination of history— 
amounting to the more than feasible total negation and destruction of 
human history itself—emerged from the course of humanity’s produc¬ 
tive successes and even undoubted partial emancipatory achievements, 
like the abolition of ancient slavery and feudal serfdom? Is there any 
way of rationally accounting for the historical appearance of this ulti¬ 
mate form of irrationality, with a view of effectively countering the 
immense uncontrollable power of the underlying destructive—and also 
self-destructive—social forces? 

What is quite obvious is that no natural necessity could be blamed for 
the emergence of this acute, historically specific, danger, brought about 
by the perilous descending phase of the—pretendedly natural —capital 
system, of the destruction of the elementary conditions of human exis¬ 
tence itself on this planet. A clearly identifiable danger that in our time 
represents a slap in the face of Adam Smith’s glorification of capital as 
“the natural system of perfect liberty and justice? 

This danger, to be sure, is by no means the result of natural necessity. 
For in terms of actually foreseen natural necessity it would take billions of 
years before planet Earth would be destroyed under the impact of the 
physical changes inevitably affecting the sun in the far distant future. 

Yet, we are talking here not about some rhetorical flourish, devised for 
the sake of political convenience and corresponding profitable pseudo¬ 
green economic exploitation, nor about some mysterious cosmic threat or 
biblical warning, uttered in the form of “repent... or else.” What we have 
to confront in these matters at the present juncture of humanity’s histori¬ 
cal development, with unpostponable urgency, is indeed harsh necessity, 
even if it happens to be a kind of necessity which is in principle counter- 
able by conscious intervention and—provided that certain fundamental 
conditions are really satisfied—in due course also historically superable. 
In fact, contrary to the ideologically motivated distortions and purport¬ 
edly “objective accounts” of Marxian theory as crude “historical deter¬ 
minism” and “economic determinism,” nothing illustrates better the real 
nature of historical necessity —both its objective poiver for inducing signif¬ 
icant changes in human affairs and its inherent limits —than the Marxian 
assertion that such necessity must be conceived as a potentially “ ver- 
schwindende Notwendigkeit ,” s 
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The vital condition that rationally explains the apparently self-contra¬ 
dictory turn leading to the more than feasible destruction of human his¬ 
tory itself in our time is not natural necessity at all. It is the crucially 
important fact that through the unfolding of human historical develop¬ 
ment a new kind of necessity —the sui generis historical necessity character¬ 
istic of significant societal change, with its associated objective causality 
inseparable from the practical realization of more or less controllable 
human design, in contrast to the type of causality manifest in the natural 
law of gravity —made its appearance in the order of nature. By its inner¬ 
most character this new kind of necessity—grounded on the most com¬ 
plex set of past and present social determinations and dialectical reci¬ 
procities, set into motion by the human subject in an irrepressibly objec¬ 
tive but changeable, and indeed historically changing, setting—asserts 
itself in the direction of the open-ended future for as long as humanity is 
capable of sustaining its conditions of existence as a uniquely active part 
of the planetary order. 

Thus, the unfolding of human historical time as historical necessity is 
characterized by the interplay of a great variety of moves and determina¬ 
tions of increasing complexity, from the simplest local to the most compre¬ 
hensive global, ultimately impacting on the whole of our planet. The mani¬ 
fold manifestations of human historical time range from anticipations of 
societal reproductive objectives to be reached, with the help of instruments 
and modalities of action devised for the purpose, to their more or less suc¬ 
cessful—or even completely failed—realizations, followed by corrective 
adjustments, however primitive at first, feasible under the prevailing condi¬ 
tions of productive development and the corresponding relation of forces. 

Inevitably, the active intervention of human beings in attempting to 
solve even their most limited problems brings consequences with their 
own logic and objective power of recalcitrance that must be confronted at 
some time in the future, even if not immediately at the next turn of events. 
In fact, the absence of an immediate negative impact is often the motivat¬ 
ing force for following a determinate course, given the socially/ten- 
dentiously determined limitations of insight by the dominant vested 
interests into the long-term implications and consequences of the 
adopted action. But, of course, the power of objective determinations 
cannot be ignored and averted in the long run. 
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Moreover, the point of departure of the whole process—prior to the 
progressive unfolding of historical necessity set into motion with its own 
defining characteristics by human beings—is inevitably the order of 
nature itself, with its natural necessities of which our ancestors were a 
massively dominated part at the most primitive stages of development. 
Accordingly, it is an elementary condition of historical advancement that 
the moves involving the first emancipatory steps should carry with them 
the rudimentary transformation of the given necessities and contingencies 
of nature into a form usable for the satisfaction of an expanding range of 
human needs. 

This means gradually overcoming the originally absolute constraints 
of nature-imposed determinations that at first directly correspond to the 
requirements of bare survival. In other words, in the most obvious sense 
the unfolding process means pushing back the boundaries of the harshest 
natural necessity. Thus in the course of this development the original nat¬ 
ural necessities —shared by our primitive ancestors with the animal 
world—are actively turned into intemalizable human needs. And the lat¬ 
ter can be legitimately called at some point in their course of transforma¬ 
tion humanly intemalizable needs, marking the demarcation line that sep¬ 
arates the “unique self-mediating being of nature” from the animal world, 
qualitatively contrasting it with all animal species whose members are 
only “genus-individuals” (in Marx’s words), who fully share their charac¬ 
teristics and limitations regarding their vital reproductive functions with 
other members of their species. 

In this way, on the one hand, the original absolute constraints are 
overcome with the help of the activities and instruments devised by the 
self-mediating being of nature for the satisfaction of the most elementary 
nature-determined needs. At the same time, on the other hand, this 
dialectical process of really active interchange with nature, with the help 
of no matter how primitive instruments at the outset, also means the cre¬ 
ation and satisfaction of new needs capable of further expansion. This 
goes well beyond the extreme limitations of bare survival, in accordance 
with the objective determinations arising from the unfolding historical 
process itself on the objective ground of both the necessities directly 
imposed by nature and the accumulable strength as well as the increasing 
knowledge represented by the specific functions of the utilized instru- 


3 1 0 


SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND FORMS OF CONSCIOUSNESS 


ments. This is the unfolding dialectical process through which already 
the most primitive homo faber becomes at the same time homo sapiens, 
inseparably, as Gramsci rightly stressed. 9 

Of course, the natural necessities and contingencies always remain the 
irreplaceable natural substra tum for the survival of this unique—progres¬ 
sively self-mediating and self-dev eloping —being of nature, the emergent 
human being. Equally, the instruments and modes of action used for the 
satisfaction of the societal reproductive needs of increasing complexity 
must also fit in with this natural substratum in order to be sustainable at 
all in the long run. But this combination of the objectively given natural 
contingencies and the societally defined modes of metabolic interaction 
with them, in conjunction with the emerging productive instruments, also 
provide for the self-mediating human being the required scope for 
advancement, provided that the elementary conditions of the metabolism 
with nature are not violated. In that way, for a long time in history the 
objective forces and potentialities of the order of nature itself are posi¬ 
tively released and utilized in the interest of productive development, in 
contrast to the reckless violation of nature around us that we experience 
in our own time on an ever-growing and frightening scale. 

This difference between our present worsening predicament and the 
more remote past is of course also due to the circumstance that the 
required material reproductive resources, as a matter of favorable natural 
contingency, were once very far from being threatened with exhaustion by 
the demand imposed upon them on a planetay scale. But favorable natu¬ 
ral contingencies cannot be assumed to be eternal, given the unavoidable 
impact of human intervention in the order of nature. Consequently, the 
observance of the rules of properly economizing rational husbandry is an 
absolute requirement in a necessarily limited planetary household. 

This is so because the—by no means forever extendable—limitations 
of the planetary resources happen to be simultaneously not only our self- 
evident natural contingencies but also the outer horizon of our inescapable 
natural necessities. Besides, the ongoing perilous violation of the natural 
substratum of human existence itself, which could not be denied today 
except by the established socioeconomic order’s most callous apologists, 
is not due to some fatality of nature. On the contrary, it can assert itself 
thanks to the vicious circle of capital’s boastfully glorified creative or ''fro- 
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ductive destruction” becoming destructive production , in the service of 
multiplying profitable waste and actively generating scarcity on an 
absurdly expanding scale. 

In this respect we witness in the course of historical development a 
most paradoxical transformation of the relationship between humankind 
and nature through the emergence of the new kind of causality and its 
assertion in the form of objectively prevailing but by humans instituted 
historical necessity. For, thanks to the active power of the self-mediating 
being of nature for modifying its surroundings and putting to its own use, 
selectively, the forces of nature, parts of the originally given system of nat¬ 
ural necessities are differentiated in the sense that they become only “con¬ 
tingencies,” to be utilized by, formerly from the order of nature itself totally 
absent, human design. 

The selective utilization of some objective forces of nature over against 
some others makes that kind of advancement possible. Accordingly, on 
the side of nature itself we find, on the one hand, by human beings 
absolutely unalterable natural necessities and, on the other—precisely 
thanks to the selective utilizability of some forces of nature over against 
others—in the service of human purposes, a broadening range of pliable 
natural contingencies. At the same time, when we consider the historical 
transformation being accomplished in the social world, on the side of the 
human subject we find the twofold redefinition of the natural conditions 
of its self-reproduction as 

• directly nature-determined (and in that form persisting) natural 
necessities ; 

• progressively expandable and qualitatively transformed 10 natural and 
human needs. 

However, it is a self-deceiving presumption, perpetuated in the serv¬ 
ice of capital’s antagonistic second-order mediations, that the natural 
contingencies exploitatively used by the ruling order do not remain at the 
same time natural necessities, which should be respected as the absolutely 
fundamental substratum of human existence itself, instead of being 
abused. Thus at a certain point in historical time, as a result of the trans- 
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gression of some vital objective limits, the natural necessities return with 
a vengeance 11 as potentially all-destructive determinations, reasserting 
their primacy —in the unmistakable form of literally vital natural necessi¬ 
ties —over the highly irresponsible treatment of natural resources and 
relations as “mere contingencies” that can be trampled upon at will. 

Moreover, given the irrepressible objective interrelationship between 
natural necessities and human needs, the phase in actual historical deve¬ 
lopment when such irresponsibility runs riot—our present time, corre¬ 
sponding in epochal terms to the descending phase of capital’s develop¬ 
ment—is also characterized by the system-determined, subversion of 
human needs. As a result, they are subjected to the fetishistic imperatives 
of capital expansion at all cost, bringing with them the degradation of 
human needs into profitably manipulated artificial appetites, imposed 
upon society in that form for the sake of justifying the production of 
boundless waste and dangerously extended scarcity. The authoritarian 
imposition of the vested interests of the military-industrial complex on 
our society—with the most active involvement of the “ethical state” ideal¬ 
ized by Hegel—is a particularly striking example of both unlimitable 
waste and artificially produced scarcity under the rule of capital. 

The objective and ultimately inviolable logic of the process of social 
metabolic reproduction and corresponding interchange with nature— 
inviolable, that is, in the sense that its gross violation is bound to carry 
with it potentially catastrophic consequences—is the necessary constitu¬ 
tion and assertion of ever more complex and, in its general tendency, 
advancement-facilitating historical necessity , with its own forms of lawful¬ 
ness, in contrast to the original natural necessities into which our distant 
ancestors are overwhelmingly submerged at the dawn of historical time. 
To be sure, historical necessity has its own—in some ways also trans- 
historically prevailing, but nonetheless in the final analysis historically 
transcendable —constraints, arising from the self-imposed antagonisms of 
class domination across thousands of years of human history. 

Evidently, such long-enduring class domination is the painful negative 
dimension of the transhistorical continuity of human development. But 
that is not the end of the story. It would be unconsolably gloomy if it were. 
The truth of the matter is that at the same time when the structurally 
enforced power of class domination undoubtedly persists across count- 
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less centuries of history, the cumulative character of humanity’s transhis- 
torically acquired powers, in the form of knowledge and productive inst¬ 
ruments, offers a much more reassuring potential outcome than the per¬ 
manence of structural domination and subordination. Precisely 
because—thanks to the fulfillment of some objective conditions made 
possible by the creation of historically new needs and powers favorable to 
securing their satisfaction—the determinations of humanity’s self- 
imposed historical necessity (including its negative transhistorical dimen¬ 
sion) are in principle transcendable, even if the ensuing more advanced 
conditions bring new constraints to be confronted in due course. Thus 
the overall process in question also has the positive dynamics of produc¬ 
tively unfolding emancipatory transformation. 

It goes without saying that the necessity instituted by human beings 
in the course of history as historical necessity, with its own kind of histor¬ 
ically transcendable causality qualitatively different from the absoluteness 
of the natural law manifest in the form of the law of gravity, for instance, 
can be both positive, advancement-facilitating and -enhancing, and nega¬ 
tive, even overwhelmingly destructive. 

Indeed, the striking negative side of the developments chronicled in 
thousands of years of human history is the assertion of historical necessity 
imposed by human beings upon themselves in the form of the antagonis¬ 
tic modality of mediating the relationship of the social individuals among 
themselves and with nature. This form of ultimately untenable antagonis¬ 
tic mediation holds firmly under its rule the class-determined social indi¬ 
viduals who are also induced to believe at the same time that their mysti¬ 
fying adversarial way of regulating their socioeconomic interchanges is 
the result of some unalterable law of nature. It appears to them to be a 
burdensome natural law because those exposed to its power are incapable 
of controlling it. 

However, as the young Engels rightly underscored in a brilliant arti¬ 
cle, 12 which had a significant and fully acknowledged influence also on 
Marx, the uncontrollable force in reality is their own making and not a 
nature-imposed law at all. It is the adversarially competitive/antagonistic 
relationship of the individuals among themselves, corresponding to what 
Engels in this article called the “unconscious condition of 
mankind'' 13 This presumed law manifests its power with undeniable 
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impact on the whole of society, as if it was a genuine natural law, making 
its damaging impact in the midst of the periodically erupting economic 
crises all over the capitalist world. And Engels had clearly put it into relief 
in his characterization of the trade crises of his time, which were treated 
by the liberal political economists—whose explanatory role boiled down 
to providing an automatic justification of their system, absolving it of all 
responsibility—as an insuperable natural law: 

Of course, these trade crises confirm the law, confirm it exhaustively—but 
in a manner different from that which the economist would have us 
believe to be the case. What are we to think of a law which can only assert 
itself through periodic crises? It is just a natural law based on the uncon¬ 
sciousness of the participants. . . . Produce with consciousness as human 
beings—not as dispersed atoms without consciousness of your species— 
and you are beyond all these artificial and untenable antitheses. But as 
long as you continue to produce in the present unconscious, thoughtless 
manner, at the mercy of chance —for just so long trade crises will remain; 
and each successive crisis is bound to become more universal and there¬ 
fore worse than the previous one. 14 

Inevitably, it belongs to the inherent logic of these developments that 
the crises become more universal and worse as time goes by, increasing the 
stakes enormously, parallel to the world being brought in its entirety 
under the rule of “globalizing” capital. 

In relatively early stages of historical development, when the impact of 
human beings on their surroundings is still very limited, given their mod¬ 
est numbers in relation to the totality of nature around them, their 
adopted reproductive activities can fit in without too much difficulty with 
the inescapable contingency/necessity of nature. The situation dramati¬ 
cally changes, however, when capital’s destructive production asserts itself 
on the whole of the planet, coupled with the system’s self-mythology of 
unqualified “ growth” as the absolute panacea, although in reality such 
growth is pursued only for the sake of profitable capital expansion irre¬ 
spective of the consequences. 

That is the point in time when the way of treating the natural substra¬ 
tum of human existence as the “mere contingency of nature” becomes 
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totally untenable, and the continued violation of the rules prescribed by 
the requirements of sustainable social metabolic reproduction potentially 
suicidal , in contradiction to the pursuit of rational husbandry in the plan¬ 
etary household. That is decidedly the point in time when “the uncon¬ 
scious condition of mankind” and the pretended “natural law based on the 
unconsciousness of the participants'’'' must be permanently consigned to 
the past, together with the ideologically most biased conceptualizations of 
the dominant socioeconomic practices in the form of “artificial and 
untenable antitheses,” like the phony opposition in political economy 
between monopoly and competition. 15 

Under the circumstances of capital’s all-embracing domination of 
societal reproduction on the whole of the planet, the stakes are no longer 
partial. Consequently, the remedies to the identified problems and con¬ 
tradictions cannot be envisaged in the form of partial corrective adjust¬ 
ments. Capital’s destructive global encroachment can only be countered by 
gaining comprehensive conscious control over the blind assertion of histor¬ 
ical necessity emanating from the practical imperatives of the capital sys¬ 
tem’s antagonistic second-order mediations in their entirety. 

As we saw in chapter 4, Marx in The German Ideology characterized 
the onset of human history by saying, “The satisfaction of the first need, 
the action of satisfying and the instrument of satisfaction which has been 
acquired, leads to new needs, and this creation of new needs is the first 
historical act.” 16 

The road from the “first historical act”—accomplished through the 
creation of new needs—to full human emancipation is, of course, most 
arduous and full of its own contradictions and antagonisms. The advo¬ 
cated positive outcome is by no means posited as secure in the Marxian 
conception, in contrast to the aprioristic Hegelian projection of the ideal¬ 
ist quasi-theological teleology of World History. 

In Hegel the unfolding of world historical development is preor¬ 
dained by Divine Providence. Accordingly, “Divine Wisdom, i.e., Reason , 
is one and the same in the great as in the little.” 17 Thus, once this aprior¬ 
istic presupposition is proclaimed, philosophy must conform to its over¬ 
all scheme by asserting, “Our intellectual striving aims at realizing the 
conviction that what was intended by eternal wisdom is actually accom¬ 
plished in the domain of existent, active Spirit, as well as in that of mere 
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Nature. Our mode of treating the subject is, in this aspect, a Theodicaea — 
a justification of the ways of God.” 18 

Here, again, the peremptorily assumed “concluding conviction,” 
intended as the “justification of the ways of God,” can simultaneously jus¬ 
tify and rationalize in an absolute sense capital’s untenable modality of 
antagonistically mediating the potentially catastrophic actuality of socie¬ 
tal interchanges of the established order. In this way the existent can be 
idealized in the name of Reason, which is equated with “Divine Wisdom” 
capable of “intending everything in its eternal wisdom” and, by defini¬ 
tion, also capable of actually accomplishing everything thus intended. 
Consequently, we can be legitimately invited “to enjoy the present, this is 
the rational insight which reconciles us with the actual.” 19 The ultimately 
self-destructive antagonistic mediations of the existent represent no diffi¬ 
culty, because in the grand scheme of the Hegelian Science of Logic medi¬ 
ation must “bend back its end into its beginning,” so as to complete “the 
circle of circles,” 20 speculatively accomplishing thereby the ideologically 
required “transcending mediation ” 21 which leaves the historically unten¬ 
able antagonistic second-order mediations of the system not only stand¬ 
ing but even glorified by its claimed coincidence with “the ways of God.” 
For in the Hegelian philosophical conception the course of history is sup¬ 
posed to correspond to nothing less than “ the essential destiny of Reason” 
which is said to be, as Hegel insists, “ destined to be realized” 22 in the actu¬ 
ally existing world, 23 in conjunction with “ Spirit’s perfect embodiment — 
the State ” 24 —a crucial part of his rationalizing conception. 

In this Hegelian vision the actually existing “Germanic” (but not nar¬ 
rowly German) capitalist State, representing for him the “ethical uni¬ 
verse j” 25 could be categorically declared to be “the Divine Idea as it exists 
on Earth.” 26 By adopting such a view Hegel wishfully decreed at the same 
time the ideal solution to the problems and contradictions that might still 
remain. His solution consisted in stipulating that “Truth is the Unity of 
the universal and the subjective Will; and the Universal is to be found in 
the State, in its laws, its universal and rational arrangements.... When the 
subjective will of man submits to laws—the contradiction between Liberty 
and Necessity vanishes.” 27 

All this could not be any different in the Hegelian teleology of the self- 
developing World Spirit because the underlying purpose of world histor- 
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ical development— destined to be realized according to him right from the 
beginning, as we have seen constantly reasserted by Hegel—is the recon- 
ciliatory disclosure of ''the State as the image and actuality of Reason ,” 28 
The legitimacy of the required actual “submission of the subjective will” 
of the people to the “rational universality” of the purportedly ethical State 
followed with absolutely unquestionable validity in the Hegelian scheme 
of things from such an aprioristic ideal design. 

In the actually existing world, however, not only the contradiction 
between “Liberty and Necessity ” but even the fundamental problems per¬ 
taining to the objective differences between need and necessity must be 
addressed and secured on a materially viable and epochally sustainable 
historical basis. And that must mean, in terms of a dialectical materialist 
conception of history—explicitly contrasted by Marx with “naturalistic 
materialism” 29 —the elaboration of a proper account of the complex inter¬ 
relationship between the objective and the subjective factors that assert 
themselves through the unique, human-instituted non-naturalistic 
causality of historical necessity. 

Accordingly, the objectively sustainable dialectical intelligibility of 
historical development in the Marxian account calls for the understand¬ 
ing of the constitution and transformations of historical necessity by the 
self-mediating being of nature, the human subject. A form of necessity 
that is inseparable from human design, no matter how rudimentary at 
first, in contrast to the grand speculative anticipations and self-reassur- 
ingly preordained solutions that can be deduced from the concept of 
the World Spirit’s “eternal present.” The latter is, of course, synony¬ 
mous to world historical totalization by the ideal, speculatively devised 
Totalizer. 30 In the materialist conception of history, by contrast, the 
dialectical intelligibility of development, unfolding in accordance with 
the unique causality of historical necessity—amounting up to the pres¬ 
ent to totalization without a Totalizer, to use Sartre’s apt expression 31 — 
can only be sustained by putting into relief not only the inescapable, 
materially constraining determinations of the ongoing open-ended his¬ 
torical process, but at the same time also the genuine emancipatory 
potentialities of the selfsame process. Both the constraining material 
determinations and the emancipatory potentialities are embodied in the 
deeply interconnected dimensions—including the most complex cul- 
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tural/intellectual and spiritual dimensions, as discussed in chapter 4— 
of the societal reproductive practices pursued by the self-mediating 
human subject. 

Thanks to the emancipatory potentialities of the unfolding develop¬ 
ment, the historical subject itself—responsible for constituting and trans¬ 
forming societal reproduction through its dynamically extended activity, 
within the complex dialectical framework of transhistorical continuity 
and discontinuity—becomes in due course capable of a conscious overall 
mastery of the globally intertwined requirements of social metabolic re¬ 
production. This is what we find anticipated in Marx’s discussion of the 
defining characteristics of “the new historic form,” in contrast to the his¬ 
tory of antagonistic class societies. 

Inevitably, with the global extension of the societal reproduction pro¬ 
cess, to embrace in its general tendency the whole of the planetary house¬ 
hold, the conscious mastery of the social metabolism becomes, and must 
become, not an abstract possibility but an elementary condition of human 
survival itself. For without the elaboration and practical operation of an 
epochally viable modality of conscious social metabolic control on a global 
scale —a challenge never faced by humanity before—the uncontrollability 
of capital’s antagonistic system of second-order mediations, asserting 
itself with growing severity already in its much more limited national and 
interstate setting today, can only result in chronic structural crises, perpet¬ 
uated for as long as staggering from one crisis to the next can be main¬ 
tained, and ultimate destruction. Naturally, the accomplishment of this 
form of conscious, historically sustainable, overall societal reproductive 
control is feasible only on the primary condition that the historical sub¬ 
ject succeeds in securing the ?iatural substratum of human existence in 
the planetary setting with enduring epochal viability. And that requires 
the practical critical reassessment of historically created need and necessity 
within the objective dialectical framework of humanly constituted, and in 
that way also transcendable—in other words, in a proper sense histori¬ 
cal —historical necessity. 

Both need and necessity must be conceived in this practice-oriented 
theoretical framework in an inherently historical sense, by putting into 
relief their dialectical correlations and transformations in the course of 
human history. At the same time, the relevance of the historical achieve- 
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ments obtained in the course of humankind’s development in terms of 
need and necessity must be defined in precise terms as pertaining to the 
individual as well as to the collective subject. 

In fact the only way to make dialectically intelligible the real charac¬ 
ter of the historical subject,—with its original constitution on the natural 
ground 32 from which it must emerge, together with its changing needs 
unfolding from the world of natural necessity that dominates at first all liv¬ 
ing creatures, including our distant ancestors—is the actual unity of the 
particular and the general, the individual and the collective/social. It is not 
this objectively constituted dialectical unity of the individual and the 
social that needs explanation but the tendentious conceptualizations of 
that relationship which postulate—and try to justify—the separation, and 
even the opposition of the two, whatever might be the complicated ideo¬ 
logical reasons for devising such images of one-sided subjectivity. 

In this respect, the theoretical conceptions elaborated by some major 
intellectual figures of the bourgeoisie are particularly problematical. For the 
eternalizing standpoint ofcapital —in affinity with projecting a notion of the 
isolated individual into the most remote corners of the past, in the interest 
of drawing a direct line of continuity with the commended productive and 
distributive practices of the capitalist present for all time to come—is 
incompatible with a consistent historical vision. Thus, in such conceptions, 
whether we think in this respect of Adam Smith or of his later soulmates, 
we end up with an ahistorically idealized notion of the “Natural Indivi¬ 
dual,” together with an arbitrarily postulated “human nature,” as befits the 
self-images of a socioeconomic development beginning its ascendancy in 
the sixteenth century and reaching its maturity in the eighteenth. 

In this society of free competition , the individual appears detached from 
the natural bonds etc., which in earlier historical periods make him the 
accessory of a definite and limited human conglomerate. . . . this eigh¬ 
teenth century individual . . . appears as an ideal, whose existence they 
project into the past. Not as a historical result but as history’s point of 
departure. As the Natural Individual appropriate to their notion of 
human nature, not arising historically, but posited by nature. . . . The 
more deeply we go back in history, the more does the individual, and 
hence also the producing individual, appear as dependent, as belonging 
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to a greater whole. . . . Only in the eighteenth century, in “civil society,” 
do the various forms of social connectedness confront the individual as a 
mere means towards his private purposes, as external necessity. But the 
epoch which produces this standpoint, that of the isolated individual, is 
also precisely that of the hitherto most developed social (from this stand¬ 
point, general) relations. The human being is in the most literal sense a 
zoon politicon, not merely a gregarious animal, but an animal which can 
individuate itself only in the midst ofsociety . 33 

Thus the contradiction between the actual state of affairs and its theo¬ 
retical depiction is overwhelming. For the objective inseparability of the 
individuals from their social domain has never been greater and more all- 
embracing for the whole of humanity. At the same time, however, the illu¬ 
sions attached to the fictionalized “sovereign” decision-making powers of 
the isolated individual continue to be asserted in political economy with 
total unreality. As a matter of ever-expanding socioeconomic development 
the actually prevailing social bonds have never been more intense in all his¬ 
tory, in the sense that the earlier limitations of the once dominant local 
bonds are progressively superseded by the inexorable tendency of the capi¬ 
tal system toward global encroachment of its reproductive practices. Yet the 
self-serving image of the one and only viable (“natural”) mode of social 
metabolic reproduction, centered on the postulated “free and equitable” 
exchange relationship of the isolated individuals, must be perpetuated. 
This must be done even at the cost of grossly distorting all of the actually 
existing fundamental determinations that concern the objective dialectic 
manifest in the necessary unity of the individual and the social , as well as in 
the historically changing relationship of need and necessity, with regard to 
the conditions of existence of the social individuals as much as of humanity 
as a whole. But, of course, this contradiction between the actually existing 
state of affairs and its conceptualizations from the standpoint of capital’s 
political economy is not without some very important—even if theoretically 
unjustifiable and practically incorrigible—reasons. 

The core of this insuperable contradiction can be made very clear by 
underlining that, in contrast to the capitalist mystification of wealth ema¬ 
nating from commodity fetishism, “ regarded materially, wealth consists 
only in the manifold variety of needs.' 1 ' 134 
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In this sense, humanity’s productively instituted historical advance¬ 
ment is made possible by pushing back the boundary of strict natural 
necessity and progressively replacing it by potentially emancipatory his¬ 
torical necessity and the corresponding creation and transformation of 
human need. Accordingly, “This pulling away of the na tural ground from 
the foundations of every industry, and this transfer of its conditions of 
production outside itself, into a general context—hence the transforma¬ 
tion of what was previously superfluous into what is necessary, as a histor¬ 
ically crea ted necessity —is the tendency of capital.” 35 But it makes a world 
of difference in which way the historically changing needs of the individ¬ 
uals, as well as of society as a whole, are treated. 

The contrast in this respect between a socialist communal order and the 
reproductive system subjected to the complete domination of exchange- 
value could not be greater. In the socialist communal order, described by 
Marx as “man’s positive self-consciousness ,” 36 “in place of the wealth and the 
poverty of political economy come the rich human being and rich human 
need. The rich human being is simultaneously the human being in need of 
a totality of human life-activities —the man in whom his own realization 
exists as an inner necessity , as need .” 37 By contrast, under the fetishistic 
domination of exchange-value over use-value, need must retain its external 
character, dominating both the individuals 38 and society as a whole. 39 This 
is why the historically produced imposition of the external necessity of the 
capital system—a form of necessity whose imposition on the members of 
society is absolutely required for the system’s normal functioning—must be 
theoretically transfigured and practically operated as if it were a nature- 
imposed necessity, emanating from a mysterious natural law. That is the way 
to fallaciously identify the claimed absolute requirement of a historically spe¬ 
cific system with the unalterable absoluteness of nature’s law. For by trans¬ 
figuring the specifically historical in that way the claimed unalterable “nat¬ 
ural law” becomes suitable to idealizing capital’s reproductive order as “the 
natural system of perfect liberty and justice,” in Adam Smith’s famous 
words, decreeing that system to be in full conformity to “human nature”ns 
such. At the same time the arbitrarily proclaimed “natural law” can be also 
used for absolving the capital system—on account of its “perfect natural 
character”—of all blame for the inhumanities identified in it by the same 
thinkers, who are still willing to acknowledge at the ascending phase of cap- 
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ital’s development that “the people who clothe the world are in rags them¬ 
selves” (Adam Smith again). 40 

The needs of the people who are in rags count for nothing in the ide¬ 
alized “natural system of perfect liberty and justice,” despite the fact that 
they are acknowledged to be the people who clothe the world. The same 
goes for Hegel’s speculatively transubstantiated approach to this prob¬ 
lem. Indeed, in Hegel’s philosophy the callous exclusion of the working 
“needy man” (recognized by him to be needy) from the benefits conferred 
upon those who have the structurally secured and safeguarded privileges 
of property, conveniently sanctified and protectively watched over by the 
Hegelian “Ethical State,” is justified on the contorted but most revealing 
ideological ground that “property is the embodiment of the free will of oth¬ 
ers.” 41 The actual historical fact that the capitalist constitution, expropri¬ 
ation, and concentration of property is totally incomprehensible without 
relating it to the boundless bloody violence of the “primitive accumula¬ 
tion”—with the most brutal role played in it by the emerging modern 
state, in an astronomical distance from the philosophical legend which 
decrees property to be the ethically justified and enforced 42 “embodi¬ 
ment of the free will of others”—obviously also counts for nothing in the 
self-images of the idealized bourgeois order. 

The grave corollary of development under the conditions of the pro¬ 
ductively most powerful system in all history is that the potentially eman¬ 
cipatory advancement must be at the same time negated by the antagonis¬ 
tic modality of capital’s self-expansionary vested interests. For the latter 
can only prevail in antithetical form, by imposing exchange-value at all 
cost on use-value and on the corresponding human need, otherwise it 
would implode as a productive system confined to its nightmarish “sta¬ 
tionary state.” 43 

Capital, thanks to the structurally safeguarded monopoly of property, in 
reality embodies not the “free will”—as claimed by the speculative philosoph¬ 
ical self-justificatory legend—but the crucial function of societal reproductive 
control alienated from the producers. And precisely because the all-important 
function of social metabolic control is radically divorced from, and in a hos¬ 
tile alienated form imposed upon, the producers, it must be maintained in 
that way as an antithetical structural relationship, deeply affecting everything, 
including the production and satisfaction of human needs. 
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Thus the potentially emancipatory pushing back the boundaries of 
strict natural necessity and the “transformation of what was previously 
superfluous into a historically created necessity ” carries with it contradic¬ 
tory results and ultimately self-destructive consequences. The problem is 
that the objective contradiction between potentially emancipatory 
advancement for the whole of humanity, and the threatened destruction 
of humankind through the self-induced degradation of the natural sub¬ 
stratum of existence itself in the planetary household, due to the perni¬ 
cious inner antagonisms of the ongoing development, cannot be solved 
within the confines of the globally extended capital system. For 

The general foundation of all industries conies to be general exchange 
itself, the world market , and hence the totality of the activities, inter¬ 
course, needs, etc. of which it is made up. Luxury is the opposite of the 
naturally necessary. Necessary needs are those of the individual himself 
reduced to a natural subject. The development of industry suspends this 
natural necessity as well as this former luxury—in bourgeois society, it is 
true, it does so only in antithetical form, in that it itself only posits another 
specific social standard as necessary, opposite luxury. 44 

Evidently, a society of increasing size and complexity, not to mention 
a globally integrated society, cannot operate without exchange of some 
kind. But, again, it makes a world of difference what kind of exchange is 
used for securing the mode of societal reproduction. That can assume the 
contrasting forms of either 

1. the historically sustainable production of real wealth, corresponding 
to the earlier mentioned “ manifold variety of needs” willingly appro¬ 
priated by the social individuals, as integral to their self-realization, or 

2. the endless reproduction of external necessity imposed upon the mem¬ 
bers of society, in order to perpetuate an alienated form of exchange 
relationsh ip and the corresponding submission of human need to the 
fetishism of commodity, in the service of capital’s increasingly wasteful, 
destructive, and uncontrollably extended self-reproduction. 
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It is a most revealing fallacy, fully in tune with the antithetical determi¬ 
nations of capital’s political economy, to equate reified commodity 
exchange with the necessary general requirement of exchange in general, 
so as to be able to predicate through that false equation the absolute legit¬ 
imacy of exchange-value dominating use-value. As a result, the real alter¬ 
native exchange relationship—the humanly emancipating and liberating 
exchange of activities corresponding to the self-realization of the social 
individuals, in a freely and comprehensively planned social order—is cat¬ 
egorically excluded from the concept of exchange by the false equation in 
question, which is tendentiously proclaimed as absolute from the stand¬ 
point of capital’s political economy and philosophy. This way of concep¬ 
tualizing the problem even by the greatest intellectual figures of the bour¬ 
geoisie is unavoidable not only because the type of exchange relationship 
absolutized in it happens to be practically dominant in the established 
societal reproduction process. More important, because from capital’s 
adopted standpoint the de facto historically created but now absolutized 
exchange relationship must remain dominant forever in that form, since it 
corresponds to the essential defining characteristics and irreplaceable 
operational requirements of the given mode of controlling the social 
metabolism itself. 

Naturally, this way of equating exchange as such with exchange-value 
is only tenable in antagonistically reproduced commodity society, on the 
imposed practical premise separating ownership and control from produc¬ 
tive activity in a historically determinate form. For under the rule of capi¬ 
tal, corresponding to a historically unique separation of ownership and 
control from the producers in the societal metabolic process of general¬ 
ized co?nmodity production —which includes the first time ever in history 
the universal commodification of living labor —“Commodities are non¬ 
use-values for their owners and use-values for their non-owners. 
Consequently they must all change hands. . . . Hence commodities must 
be realized as values before they can be realized as use-values.” 45 That is 
why reified exchange-value must absolutely dominate use, thereby frus¬ 
trating the satisfaction of human needs under the supremacy of continued 
external necessity even at the conceivably highest stage of capitalist pro¬ 
ductive advancement, negating and nullifying at the same time the eman¬ 
cipatory potentialities of historical development. 
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The dangerous “antithetical form” in which capital “posits another 
specific social standard as necessary” (i.e. as socially untranscendable) at 
the highest stage of its historical development, on a global scale, is by 
decreeing—in the name of its pretendedly ultimate “globalization”— its 
own historically attained (but historically Mwsustainable) phase of devel¬ 
opment as absolutely unsurpassable. Yet, what is in the process of histor¬ 
ically unfolding under the inexorable tendency of capital’s global devel¬ 
opment carries with it the explosive entr apment of the totality of the activ¬ 
ities, intercourse, needs, etc. within the framework of the system’s antago¬ 
nistically operated all-embracing second-order mediation: the world mar¬ 
ket prescribing the permanence of undisturbed commodity exchange on 
a universal scale. And that means the potentially catastrophic reassertion 
of the absolute necessity —the worst kind of external historical necessity 
ever created by human beings —of capital’s uncontrollable permanent self¬ 
expansion directly contradicting the necessary limitations of the planetary 
household, undermining thereby the elementary natural requirements of 
the societal reproduction process. This is why the great emancipatory 
potential of productive advancement in all history must be ultimately nul¬ 
lified by the absolute structural limitations of the capital system itself at 
the highest stage if its global development, due to this system’s divorce 
from human need necessarily overruled in it by the fetishistic imperatives 
of universal commodity exchange. 

Capital’s immense productive dynamism across history was due to a 
large extent to its ability to get rid of the constraining shackles hemming 
in the production process under slavery and serfdom. In this w ay for¬ 
mally emancipated labor appeared on the historical stage—as the “free 
labor” of economically compelled and exploited “wage slavery”—capable 
of “freely” entering into the capitalistically stipulated and legally sanc¬ 
tioned contractual relationship of universal commodity exchange that 
had to incorporate commodified living labor. 

The necessary practical premise of such exchange relationship, posit¬ 
ing the subordination of use-value to exchange-value, was the separation 
of property ownership—and thereby the control of production—from the 
social class of producers. In this way exchange-value had to acquire 
absolute dominance. That was necessary because use-values are insepa¬ 
rable from qualities, and therefore they are unquantifiable for the pur- 
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poses of generalized commodity production. Only some liberal utilitarian 
philosophers tried to square the circle of quantifying qualitatively differ¬ 
ent values for the sake of their own ideological convenience. 

However, it was an absolutely necessary condition of generalized com¬ 
modity production, under the rule of capital, that all commodities should 
enter the alienated exchange relationship in a commensurable/quantifiable 
way. Commodities had to be equalizable in the capitalist exchange relation¬ 
ship, which was impossible through the qualitatively different —and there¬ 
fore incommensurable—use-values corresponding to specific human 
needs. By contrast, exchange-value, perfectly suitable to disregarding 
human need, could fulfill the function of quantification and formal equal¬ 
ization required by the fetishistic commodity exchange relationship. 

Naturally, the separation of exchange-value and use-value applied 
above all to commodified living labor without which the viability of the 
capital system itself was inconceivable. The ability to autonomously use 
their use-value as producers was absolutely denied to the laborers who 
had been deprived of the means of production necessary for controlling 
the production process itself. Under the rule of capital everything had to 
be transacted through the primacy and supremacy of the exchange-value 
of the commodities. They had to be exchanged because of the earlier 
mentioned fact that “commodities are non-use-values for their owners 
and use-values for their non-owners.” Moreover, they had to be 
exchanged on a formally equalized, even if in some ways bewilderingly fic¬ 
titious, basis. The absurdly fictitious relationship of “equal exchange” in 
the bourgeois order is, of course, the pretended “free exchange” between 
capital and labor. For the necessary practical premise of such “free con¬ 
tractual relationship” is the actual material dispossession of the class of 
laborers, and their hierarchical structural subordination to the class of 
personified capital in the societal reproduction process. 

Accordingly, the dominance of exchange-value over use-value carried 
with it 

1. the supremacy of the strictly formal determination of the exchange 
relationship in which incommensurable qualities (use-values), trans¬ 
muted into quantifiable exchange-values (in the case of the specific 
productive skills of the workers transmuted into saleable generic labor 
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power) had to be formally equated in the process of ever-expanding 
generalized commodity production 46 and corresponding capital 
accountancy; a form of economic accountancy not only incapable of 
but, worse than that, incompatible with qualitative human considera¬ 
tions, and 

2. in close conjunction with the fetishistic determinations of capital 
accountancy, human need had to be frustrated and subjected to the 
rule of external necessity through the prerequisite of a successful com¬ 
modity transaction. Such transaction had to be imposed on the work¬ 
ers by absolutely inescapable economic compulsion, constrained also 
by the vicissitudes of the labor market in the form of the insecurity of 
work opportunities before it could be satisfied even as the producing 
individuals’ elementary need for food and shelter in its alienated, 
always profit-determined, commodity form. 

Nevertheless, the economically compelling determinations of the cap¬ 
ital system‘s wage slavery proved to be historically far superior to the 
politically constraining shackles of slavery and serfdom. For whereas slav¬ 
ery and serfdom hemmed in productive development, the economic com¬ 
pulsion imposed on labor acted in the opposite direction, as a vital moti¬ 
vating force for the producing subject’s most active contribution to the 
dynamic expansion process itself. 

Generalized commodity production, dependent upon the highly 
self-regulating—and not externally/politically supervised—market 
framework of exchange, was incompatible with direct political control of 
productive labor. Economic compulsion, which had to be with painful 
inevitability internalized—i.e. turned into their own self-exerting force — 
by the producing individuals, was incomparably more effective in that 
respect. Accordingly, in comparison to slavery and serfdom the eco¬ 
nomic compulsion and forward drive of commodified labor under the 
rule of capital proved to be irresistible, demolishing all obstacles con¬ 
straining capital-expansion in the course of the last four centuries of his¬ 
torical development. 

The insurmountable contradiction of the system—leading at a deter¬ 
minate point in its unfolding to the activation of its absolute limits—ema- 
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nated not from some politically imposed external limitation of labor pro¬ 
ductivity but from capital’s innermost systemic character. It was due to 
the unremediable objective condition that capital-expansion—in one 
form or another, including its most parasitic and chronically wasteful vari¬ 
eties—was, and always remains, not only irresistible but also uncontrol¬ 
lable. Uncontrollable, that is, to the point of its own potential self-destruc¬ 
tion at its antagonistic globalized stage of development. 

This is where we can see the necessity of critically reassessing the false 
identification of societal exchange relationship in general with com¬ 
modity exchange, which posits thereby the absolute subordination of use- 
value—and corresponding human need—to the fetishistic requirements 
of profit-oriented exchange-value and in the end destructively uncont¬ 
rollable capital-expansion. For in actuality there is a limit to everything, 
including uncontrollability. That limit is reached when, in the case of cap¬ 
ital’s self-expansion, the panacea of unqualified and rationally uncon- 
strainable growth continues to be idealized and forcibly imposed upon 
society by capital in the form of destructive cancerous growth. 

In this respect the fundamental alternative to the reified system of 
exchange-value necessarily prevailing over use-value and need under the 
rule of capital is the exchange of activities. This is not a question of tech¬ 
nical/technological arrangements. The alienating and structurally secured 
social division of labor in our society is often misrepresented in that way, 
in order to hide the historically untenable character of capital’s hierarchi¬ 
cally enforced domination of labor. By adopting that line, it can be pre¬ 
tended that the capitalist division of labor arises from the absolute neces¬ 
sity of productively advantageous technical/technological separation of 
the disparate elements of the labor process. Contrary to such tendentious 
conceptualization of these problems, we have to consider here the neces¬ 
sity of a radical systemic change, without which any historically viable and 
epochally sustainable society of the future—beyond the destructive antag¬ 
onisms of the present order—is unthinkable. 

The radical systemic change from the now dominant fetishistic 
exchange relationship to the qualitatively different communal system 
based on the rationally planned and organized exchange of activities 
requires in reality the liberation of humanly fulfilling activities in all 
domains. That is the real stake, and not some kind of wishfully projected 
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technological improvement which can be manipulatively imposed, from 
above, in the ways of the past. In other words, the change in question 
must embrace and redefine in an emancipatory way the meaning of activ¬ 
ities in the material productive field no less than in the intellectual and 
artistic domain, so as to make possible the realization of the positive 
potentialities of the self-mediating social individuals. 

That kind of change is feasible only on the basis of substantive equal¬ 
ity, in place of the substantively most iniquitous system of mystifying/or- 
m.al equalizations belonging to the essential defining characteristics of 
generalized commodity production and exchange that negate human 
need everywhere. 

The necessary condition of such qualitative change is the institution 
and sustained operation of the communal system of production and con¬ 
sumption by the “freely associated producers.” It can only be defined in 
the form of the fully cooperative exchange of their activities by the social 
individuals, within the framework of a substantively equitable and 
rational organization of labor, in place of the class of labor being ruled in 
an authoritarian way, as it always must be, under all conceivable varieties 
of the capital system, by the structurally enforced and politically safe¬ 
guarded hierarchical social division of labor. This fundamental practical 
transformation of societal reproduction in its entirety is the only way to 
achieve the necessary global integration of the antagonistically divided 
forces of society for the first time ever in history. 

To cjuote Marx’s characterization of this qualitatively different way of 
organizing production and consumption: 

The communal character of production would make the product into a 
communal, general product from the outset. The exchange which origi¬ 
nally takes place in production—which would not be an exchange of 
exchange-values but of activities —determined by communal needs and 
communal purposes —would from the outset include the participation of 
the individuals in the communal world of products. 47 

This all-embracing qualitative change is also meant to overcome the 
domination of human need by the self-perpetuating external necessity 
inseparable from generalized commodity production and exchange. That 
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system of production and consumption dictates its own rules which must 
be obeyed by all members of society. As we have seen earlier in a quota¬ 
tion from the Grundrisse, under the rule of capital the reified social 
bonds—assuming the form of the uncontrollable alienated objectification 
of labor—“confront the individual as a mere means towards his private 
purposes, as external necessity .” As a result of such complete overturning 
of the actual relationship between the producers and the control of pro¬ 
duction, the alienated objectification of labor itself dominates societal 
reproduction in a most absurd way, ruthlessly imposing on the workers a 
“fetishistic situation when the product [alienated labor: capital] is the pro¬ 
prietor of the producer.” 48 

The total frustration and alienated domination of human need under 
the circumstances of commodified living labor can only be removed by 
historically overcoming the antagonism between production and its alien¬ 
ated control. This is why “in place of the wealth and poverty of political 
economy come the rich human being and the rich human need. The rich 
human being is simultaneously the human being in need of a totality of 
human life-activities —the man in whom his own realization exists as an 
inner necessity , as need.” 49 Thus the fundamental meaning of the commu¬ 
nal social order of societal reproduction, rationally planned and con¬ 
sciously managed by the social individuals as their cooperative exchange 
of self-mediating and self-realizing activities, is the epochally sustainable 
transcendence of external necessity. 

Such external historical necessity was in its own time created and 
imposed upon themselves by the human beings, and not by some unalter¬ 
able natural law. The latter is self-servingly proclaimed as an economic 
and political absolute—corresponding to a “natural system of perfect lib¬ 
erty and justice”—from the standpoint of capital’s political economy, in 
the service of eternalizing the established social order. In complete con¬ 
trast, in view of the fact that the necessity in question was created by 
human beings themselves, that kind of historical necessity can be also his¬ 
torically superseded by them, provided that they radically redefine their 
present conditions of social metabolic reproduction. 

And there is nothing mysterious about that, in total contrast to the 
allegedly benevolent but utterly mysterious work of the “invisible hand” 
and its equally mysterious later conceptualizations in bourgeois philoso- 


STRUCTURE AND HISTORY 


33 1 


phy, like Hegel’s “Cunning of Reason.” 50 The reassuring overall solutions 
of bourgeois philosophy and political economy conceived from the stand¬ 
point of capital could not be formulated without a large dose of mystery 
even at the ascending phase of the system’s historical development. The 
Marxian “Critique of Political Economy” 51 —the recuring subtitle of all of 
his major works—had to be undertaken in order to remove that mystery 
by exposing its objective ground of mystification, ossified in the commo¬ 
dity-exchange relationship. And of course it was necessary to undertake 
that exposure for the purpose of radically changing the social metabolism 
pursued under the rule of capital. 

In this spirit, the qualitative restructuring and conscious supersession 
of the established order, with its fetishistic uncontrollability and increas¬ 
ing destructiveness, means securing in a practically viable way—on an 
ongoing basis, in the form of an open-ended historical order 52 —the mate¬ 
rial and cultural conditions of societal reproduction. Not in the form of an 
abstract collectivity confronting and dominating the more or less isolated 
particular individuals 53 but by rendering conscious and humanly fulfilling 
the dialectical unity of the individual and the social. And that is possible 
only on the communal basis of realizing the chosen objectives of the real 
social individuals. For the “zoon politicon can individuate itself only in the 
midst of society ,” as we have seen it stressed by Marx in a quotation above. 
And of course the most appropriate way of individuating themselves by 
the social individuals is when they can do that with positive cooperative 
solidarity among themselves. 

This is the tangible meaning of the socialist program aimed at tran¬ 
scending external necessity by the internally embraced necessity of the real 
social individuals, corresponding to their self-realizing human need. The 
historically unfolding necessary unity of the individual and the social —for 
a long time inevitably imposed by human beings upon themselves in an 
unconscious and antagonistic way—is thus a vital constituent of the over¬ 
all dialectical intelligibility of historical development as an open-ended 
social metabolic process. 

Need and necessity are closely intertwined in the actual historical 
process at all stages of humankind’s development, including the highest 
possible. This is so because the subject of history is the sentient human 
being, with nature-determined elemental needs imposed on it as external 
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necessities for as long as they cannot be progressively overcome by the his¬ 
toric creation of new needs through productive advancement. Any 
attempt to disrupt or undermine, in the service of some socioeconomic 
vested interests, the objectively intertwined fundamental relationship 
between need and necessity can only lead to disaster and to the ultimate 
catastrophe of humanity’s self-destruction. 

The deciding issue in this respect is not simply the necessary inter¬ 
connection between need and necessity, but the relevant implications of 
the progressive increase in humanity’s self-emancipatory power in the 
course of historical development. For thanks to such historical develop¬ 
ment the superfluous, obsolete, and for the purposes of viable societal 
reproduction anachronistic constituents of once objectively self-imposed 
historical necessity can be successfully consigned to the past—in the ear¬ 
lier mentioned form of “verschzuindende Notiuendigkeitf that is: “vanish¬ 
ing necessity”—in a humanly sustainable way. The objectively secured 
and historically sustainable dialectical transformation of external necessity 
into the internal necessity of the social individuals’ self-realizing need is 
the positive modality of achieving that kind of emancipatory change. 

On die other hand, due to the social inertia emanating from the deeply 
entrenched forces of hierarchical structural domination, wedded to the mas¬ 
sive material, political and cultural vested interests of capital’s personifica¬ 
tions, the diametrically opposite course of action may be imposed upon soci¬ 
ety, blindly defending even the most extreme form of historical anachronism 
and destructive obsolescence instead of consigning them to the past. 

The unavoidable consequence of following that negative course of 
action within the objectively intertwined relationship between need and 
necessity, at the present stage of historical development, is the perilous 
overturning of the connection between the absolute and the relative fac¬ 
tors: a correlation to which all objective beings—like the human being of 
nature, with its innermost human as well as natural determinations— 
remain subject under all circumstances. And this perilous overturning of 
the most fundamental of all relationships takes the form of irresponsibly 
relativizing the absolute —the inescapable natural substratum of human 
existence itself—for the sake of absolutizing the relative. That is, for the 
sake of absolutizing the capital system’s historically attained and histori¬ 
cally anachronistic, ever more destructive, societal reproductive order. 
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This carries with it the acute danger of grossly violating the continued 
real necessity of objective determinations and correlations, in conjunction 
with real human need. This is particularly grave at the present phase of 
historical development. For in relation to real human need it is necessary 
in our time to adopt some conscious strategies in order to be able to 
secure their satisfaction in a finite world whose limitations have been put 
into relief by the prohibitive demand globally—and quite unsustainably— 
imposed upon them. 54 Yet, instead of the adoption of rational strategies 
of production and societal reproduction we find the continued subjection 
of human need to the arbitrarily proclaimed absolute necessity of capital’s 
catastrophically wasteful yet eternalized rule. 

Significantly, in the Spanish language for instance, the same word— 
necesidad —is used to cover both “need” and “necessity” in their basic 
senses. Alternative Spanish ways of conveying the meaning of necessity 
in more specific contexts are offered by the words imperative, impre- 
scindibilidad, inevitabilidad, and also requerimiento and requisito. A 
similarly close connection, expressing the relationship between “need” 
and “necessity,” is given in the German language by using the shared 
root of “Not” and “ Notwendigkeitf while the more specific category 
indicating the sentient being’s given needs is covered by the word 
“ Bediirfnisse .” 

Common language as a rule forcefully embodies and puts into relief 
the fundamental objective relationships of such categories, often in reveal¬ 
ing contrast to philosophical speculation. As Marx wrote with a touch of 
irony in one of his letters to Engels about Hegel’s speculative concern 
with the philosophical categories: “What would old Hegel say in the next 
world if he heard that the general (Allgemeine) in German and in Norse 
means nothing but common land (Genieinland), and the particular, 
Sundre, Besondere, nothing but the separate property divided off from the 
common land? Here are the logical categories coming damn well out of 
‘our intercourse’ after all.” 55 

To be sure, the same kind of relationship prevails between “our inter¬ 
course” and its valid conceptualizations in the categories of need and 
necessity. No theoretical conceptualization can be considered valid unless 
it faithfully reflects and highlights the objective historical dialectic of the 
analyzed relations. 
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However, ideologically motivated distortions are all too frequent. In 
this respect—hopelessly mystifying the objective relationship between the 
natural and the historical —one of the most frequently employed argu¬ 
ments in favor of defending the ruling order, irrespective of how con¬ 
sciously and openly it is formulated with that intent, is to offer a baffling 
explanation for the contradictions that cannot be denied in capitalist soci¬ 
ety, by blaming the “human nature” of so-called selfishly conflictual indi¬ 
viduals for them. 

Naturally, that is no explanation at all. It is only a vain attempt to try 
to run away from the problems themselves, denying at the same time— 
explicitly or by implication—both their social origin and the feasibility of 
finding a historically and socially viable remedy to them. For once the 
vague and generic notion of unalterable “egotistic human nature” enters 
the picture, with the associated presumption of individualistic conflict- 
uality , everything can be left in its place in actually existing society. Most 
conveniently, everything can stay as it is, even if rhetorical preaching 
about the “alas persisting defects” is still admissible for the sake of satis¬ 
fying the conscience of the “better liberal minds” capable of both spotting 
the defects and simultaneously exempting themselves from any responsi¬ 
bility for them. 

In this way the dialectical unity of the individual and the social is not 
only obfuscated but completely obliterated in the name of a fictitious 
“human nature.” At the same time, and precisely because a pretended 
unchangeable natural determination is self-servingly posited as the 
explanatory cause of the conflicts admitted to exist but divorced from 
their social dimension, the possibility of historical intervention for coun¬ 
tering and overcoming the undeniable problems some time in the future 
is a priori ruled out. Thus the obliteration of the necessary social dimen¬ 
sion of genuine individuality—put into relief by Marx by saying that “the 
zoon politicon can individuate itself only in the midst of society”—carries 
with it the tendentious negation of history. 

The role of this approach for justifying the unjustifiable in the name 
of human nature is fairly obvious in relation to the present. However, the 
abstract philosophical conception representing its ancestry is several cen¬ 
turies old, even if in its origin it did not have the same crudely apologetic 
social function. Nevertheless, Marx highlighted way back in the spring of 
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1845, in his critique of Ludwig Feuerbach, the total untenability of pos¬ 
tulating a speculative ahistorical and socially vacuous “human essence” as 
the adopted explanatory framework of the criticized problems. 
According to Marx: 

Feuerbach resolves the religious essence into the human essence. But the 
human essence is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In its 
reality it is the ensemble of the social relations. 

Feuerbach who does not enter upon a criticism of this real essence, is 
consequently compelled: 

1. To abstract from the historical process and to fix the religious sentiment 
[Gemiit] as something by itself and to presuppose an abstract — iso¬ 
lated—human individual. 

2. The human essence, therefore, can with him be comprehended only as 
a “genus,” as an internal, dumb generality which merely naturally 
unites the many individuals. 56 

Thus the fundamental defect of Feuerbach’s conception is his failure 
to be critical of the “ ensemble of the social relations ” that define the real 
nature of the human being, in the midst of its historically created and 
changeable social reality. This failure to be critical of the necessary social 
target of transformation in a period of major crisis all over Europe—a fail¬ 
ure due to Feuerbach’s adoption of the standpoint shared by bourgeois 
thinkers—is what induces him to abstract from the actual historical 
process. In the spirit of the adopted standpoint he must postulate, instead, 
as the explanatory framework of his philosophical critique of religion, “an 
abstract — isolated—human individual defined in terms of its “dumb 
generality,” speculatively characterizing it as an abstract genus-individual, 
merged generically with some fictitious natural determinations that are 
supposed to be common to all genus-individuals. 

Conceptualizing the world in this way, which happens to be broadly 
diffused in bourgeois philosophy, is of course completely useless for 
changing the world. For the actually existing social world is made to dis¬ 
appear in such conceptions, together with the real social individuals, by 
the arbitrary postulate of a fixed conflictual human essence , in problemat¬ 
ical harmony with the existent. 
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The contrast with the Marxian definition of the dynamically changing 
nature of the human being as the “ensemble of the social relations” could 
not be greater. According to that vision, human nature is grounded, to be 
sure, on the objective foundations given to our most distant ancestors as 
a being of nature. But it is qualitatively changed in the course of history by 
the unique self-mediating being of nature —who is the productively self- 
developing human being —through the ongoing transformation of the 
ensemble of the social relations, in accordance with the dialectical intelli¬ 
gibility of historical development. 

The speculative reduction of the individuals into genus-individuals 
eliminates not only the social and historical dimension of the actually 
existing society, and thereby conveniently its necessarily 
changeable/changing character, but also the genuine individuality of the 
real social individuals. For it is the productively developing self-mediation 
of the human individuals among themselves and with nature—in total 
contrast to the animal world incapable of such productive self-mediation: 
an insurmountable limitation confining their particular members to the 
condition of always remaining by nature limited “genus-individuals”— 
that enables them to individuate themselves in the midst of society, and 
only in the midst of historically changing society. 

The revealing absence of historical and social awareness from 
Feuerbach’s philosophy—a defect shared by many other philosophers 
who adopt the same socioeconomic standpoint of their class—and the 
necessarily associated failure to be critical of the established societal 
reproductive order, is the principal target of the Marxian critique of the 
abstractly nature-determined genus-individual. It is therefore by no 
means accidental that Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach are concluded by 
forcefully underscoring that “Philosophers have only interpreted the 
world, in various ways; the point, however, is to change it.” 57 

In regard to the gratuitous postulate of “egotistic individuality” as the 
directly nature-determined explanatory foundation of social develop¬ 
ment, the only thing it is good for is to obliterate some crucial objective 
differences, by grotesquely bringing to a convenient common denomina¬ 
tor the members of the antagonistically opposed social classes who in real¬ 
ity have diametrically opposed interests and productive functions. The 
egotistic behavior befitting the individual members of the capitalist class 
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is in sharp contrast to anything even remotely feasible for the personifica¬ 
tions of labor. This is why Marx argued: “Labour can only appear as wage 
labour when its own objective conditions meet it as egotistical powers, as 
alien property, value existing for itself and holding fast to itself in short as 
capital.” 58 But, obviously, even the personifications of capital as “egotisti¬ 
cal power” have nothing to do with “genus-individuality” directly deter¬ 
mined by nature, nor with “individual confliduality,” which would nec¬ 
essarily apply also to the individual members of the class of labor. If it was 
due to nature-determined genus-individuality and confliduality, that 
would put the capital system itself beyond criticism: the more or less con¬ 
scious postulate of such conceptualizations. For 

the functions performed by the capitalist are only the functions of capital 
itself performed with consciousness and will. .. The capitalist functions 
only as capital personified , capital as a person, just as the worker only 
functions as the personification of labour The self-valorization of cap¬ 
ital—the creation of surplus value—is therefore the determining, domi¬ 
nating, and overmastering purpose of the capitalist, the absolute driving 
force and content of his action. . . . This is an utterly miserable and 
abstract content, which makes the capitalist appear as just as much under 
the yoke of the capital-relation as the worker at the opposite extreme. 59 

Thus, not only on the side of labor is it absurd to postulate the nature- 
determined egotism of genus-individuality, in the interest of finding a fic¬ 
titious common denominator between capital and labor, but also on the 
side of capital itself. For the selfish (even the most ruthlessly selfish) asser¬ 
tion of the “egotistic power” of the individual personifications of capital 
for the exploitation of their workers, in the interest of maximizing their 
profit, is primarily due to the historically specific social function which 
they must fulfill—“as alien property, value existing for itself and holding 
fast to itself”— not as a matter of individual inclination but on the pain of 
being unceremoniously expelled in the event of failing to do so, through 
bankruptcy, from their own class which is objectively in command of the 
societal reproduction process. 

The fact that bourgeois philosophy conceptualizes these matters in 
terms of genus -individuality, attaching to the overall explanatory frame- 
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work a vacuous concept of (formal) equality totally contrary to its substan¬ 
tive sense, speaks amply enough for itself, together with the revealingly 
time-bound, —yet in its intent eternalizing —character of the adopted 
approach. 

Aristotle had no use whatsoever for designating the working slaves 
as human individuals , not even as “genus-individuals,” in that a similar 
characterization would posit some kind of equality. He called them 
“talking tools'' without any camouflage of their conditions of existence, 
because he was clearly focusing attention on their actually given substan¬ 
tive status in slave-owning society, in contrast to transubstantiating cap¬ 
italist wage slavery into real equality in modern times. 

Nor would the feudal lord consider for a moment his serfs as his 
equals in any sense of the word. Neither as equals on the ground of 
“human nature” nor as a result of some institutional arrangement. The 
magnificent satirical novel by Gogol paints a devastating picture of the 
social relations in which the serfs could increase the status of the feudal 
lord simply by their sheer numbers; a circumstance successfully exploited 
in this novel by a clever and cynical self-promoter who carries on enter¬ 
prisingly collecting in feudal Russia the “Dead Souls” (that is, the recently 
deceased serfs still nominally surviving in the original titles contained in 
the coffers of the feudal lords). 

No concept resembling genus-individuality would be of any use or 
help either to Aristotle—who unhesitatingly rejected the very idea of non- 
substantively equalizable exchange transactions that would have to equate 
qualitatively different products: he called such transactions “only a 
makeshift for practical purposes” 60 —or to feudal society. 

It is in a sense quite astonishing that the idea of timelessly nature- 
determined genus-individuality, and corresponding individual conflict- 
uality, should be seriously entertained at all as a key explanatory concept, 
contradicted at the same time by its obvious historical specificity relevant 
only to modern bourgeois society. The reason why it can—and indeed 
must—be maintained in that way, despite the obvious contradiction in 
question, is because its constantly repeated postulate conveniently sup¬ 
ports the ideological interest of eternalizing the capitalist order, pro¬ 
claimed to be both natural and permanent despite its undeniable histori¬ 
cal origin and transcendability. Indeed, that order is proclaimed to be 
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absolutely permanent precisely on the arbitrarily declared ground of its 
correspondence to nature’s requirements. In the service of such over¬ 
whelming ideological class interest of the self-legitimating ruling order, 
there can be, of course, no aversion to relying on complete mystery for 
“explaining” the actual workings of the established order. 

In this sense, it must be indeed considered a total mystery why the rul¬ 
ing social order does not fall to pieces if it is really individual conflictual- 
ity that determines its functioning. Why is the outcome development at 
all —not to mention the claimed one and only insuperably advantageous 
and forever sustainable development—and not total chaos and disintegra¬ 
tion , due to the nature-determined collision of the egotistic genus-indi¬ 
viduals? Those who continue to propound today the idea of individual 
confliduality as the explanatory cause of naturally advantageous societal 
reproduction, without further qualifications, are in fact maintaining a 
totally incoherent notion. This view is very similar to envisaging positive 
social reform “ little by little,” without any idea of the overall framework in 
which a multiplicity of fetishistically idealized little changes could make 
any improvement at all, instead of adding up to complete disaster. 

When Hobbes asserted the nature-determined helium omnium contra 
omnes —the war of each against all—he did not leave matters suspended in 
that way in thin air. As a great philosopher of his time, representing deter¬ 
minate socioeconomic and political interests, he completed his picture by 
postulating (and siding with) the absolute unrestrainability of Leviathan: 
the all-powerful State whose role was to bring order into the otherwise 
self-destructive chaos. Thus the overall conception devised by Hobbes 
was intellectually coherent, no matter how problematical in terms of its 
historical sustainability. Naturally, by the time Hegel had put forward his 
own idea of the “Ethical State” as the necessary corrective to the conflic- 
tuality of the individuals in “civil society,” at a much more advanced stage 
of capital’s historical development, the state had to be cut down in power 
to a “constitutional” entity, leaving in the Hegelian vision very little room 
for the power of arbitration of the ruling Monarch (in his own explicit 
words almost nothing, as we have seen earlier). 

To be sure, the mystery did not disappear from the solutions postu¬ 
lated even in the work of the greatest thinkers of the bourgeoisie who 
identified themselves with the standpoint of substantively iniquitous cap- 
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ital, at the ascending phase of the system’s development. What is relevant, 
however, is that—unlike the crude apologists of our time—the Adam 
Smiths and Hegels were not satisfied at all with the proposition that indi¬ 
vidual confliduality of the genus-individuals can be sustained on its own 
as the credible explanatory framework of the successful functioning of the 
established socioeconomic order. Even if in very different ways, from 
Hobbes to Hegel, they all offered a totalizing vision that would posit the 
maintenance of the overall system, despite its necessarily centrifugal con¬ 
stituent parts. Thus they asserted both the individualistically conflictual 
cell structure of the depicted social order—in its linkages to genus-indivi¬ 
duality, whether of a straightforward natural kind or of an idealistic spec¬ 
ulative variety—and the simultaneous totalizing cohesion , posited in terms 
of some unexplained and unexplainable but necessary general principle 
or force, like Adam Smith’s “invisible hand.” 

The theoretical function of the projected overall regulator was pre¬ 
cisely to assert the permanent sustainability of the whole —in Hegel’s 
famous dictum “the truth is the whole”—despite its manifold particular¬ 
istic (but in their view only individualistic, and not structural) contra¬ 
dictions. The stipulated but unexplainable correctives devised from the 
standpoint of political economy for making plausible the totalizing cohe¬ 
sion of the capital system were necessary for two principal reasons: 

1. the unmentionability of the really existing antagonistic class control of 
the given socioeconomic reproductive order, based on the structurally 
secured, brutally iniquitous material power relations —embodied in 
the means of production and control expropriated from the produc¬ 
ers—protected in that alienated form by the capitalist state. This hap¬ 
pened to be (and of course continues to be) a most iniquitous struc¬ 
turally entrenched power relationship of class domination and subor¬ 
dination. It directly contradicted (and absolutely continues to contra¬ 
dict) the postulated idea of the equality of the producers entering—in 
the spirit of their deliberations that are supposed to arise from their 
individual free will —the required “ equal contractual relationship” 
with capital as free labor , fully in accordance with the “Rights of 
Man,” and; 
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2. the necessary transfiguration of the structurally safeguarded hierar¬ 
chical class domination and the corresponding irreconcilable class 
antagonism into strictly individual conflictuality —the latter as it is 
supposed to be due to the human individuals being made in general 
out of “crooked timber” by “Nature’s Lawgiver,” in Kant’s words, or 
as due to some other aprioristic and forever enduring determination— 
which would (and conceptually could) both retain the asserted irrec¬ 
oncilability in “civil society,” on an individualistic basis, and at the 
same time justify the absolute permanence of an incurably exploitative 
overall socioeconomic and political order. To justify it as nothing less 
than “the natural system of perfect liberty and justice,” which was sup¬ 
posed to be insuperably beneficial to all individuals, who in reality 
were only in a purely formal sense equal, and even that with heavily 
restrictive qualifications. 61 

Since the real controller of the social metabolic process could not even 
be hinted at, let alone openly acknowledged, in its class exploitative mate¬ 
rially and politically determined historical specificity, some kind of unex¬ 
plainable speculative overall controller had to be invented in its place, in 
order to offer a reassuring view of the necessarily timeless (“eternaliz- 
able”) totalizing cohesion of society. Only that kind of speculative overall 
controller could reconcile the contradictions inseparable from these con¬ 
ceptions, without any reference to the ultimately explosive structural 
antagonisms of the established societal reproductive order. 

We find by far the most elaborate and comprehensive range of specu¬ 
lative correctives to self-referential individual conflictuality in the 
Hegelian system. Hegel’s vision concerning this matter, even if most 
problematical in its ideologically motivated general orientation, is never¬ 
theless far superior to the later dominant versions of the purely individu¬ 
alistic—yet miraculously all-round beneficial—conflictuality, theorized in 
the most primitive capital-apologetic fashion, asserting the viability of a 
societal reproductive interchange which in reality could only result in 
chaos. In revealing contrast to that kind of apologetics, represented in our 
own time by the Hayeks of this world, the highly complex Hegelian cor¬ 
rectives were conceived from the standpoint of capital’s political economy 
in the system’s still ascending historical phase of development, in genuine 
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affinity with the work of Adam Smith who directly influenced the great 
German philosopher. 

Significantly, Hegel elaborated his principal ideas in the aftermath of 
the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars, which also signaled the 
appearance of the working class on the historical stage as an independent 
social and political force. For it was in that period that the class of labor 
started to forcefully put forward its self-assertive claims, beyond the ob¬ 
fuscating constraints of the heterogeneous “Third Estate” of which it 
used to be a—necessarily disappointed—part. Understandably, therefore, 
much had to be reassessed in that age of great turmoil to which Hegel was 
a most acute witness. 

The Hegelian correctives to the conceptually incoherent idea of his¬ 
torical/societal development on the ground of “immediate individual¬ 
ity”—explicitly and sharply rejected by Hegel—were fourfold: 

1. He had put at the center of his attention, as a way of explaining the 
course of development, “ the process of the genus with the individ¬ 
ual,” 62 insisting that the “ immediate individuality ” must be made 
ll confor?nable to the universal,” 63 and adding at the same time that 
“the genus is truly realized in mind, in Thought , in this element which 
is homogeneous with the genus. ” 64 By devising the conceptual frame¬ 
work of the ideologically required solutions in this lofty idealist way, 
yet in full conformity to the ruling order, Hegel could posit in relation 
to the world of “civil society”—in which individual conflictuality 
unavoidably and in his view by no means reprehensibly had to pre¬ 
vail—a reconciliatorily unquestioning but most sophisticated philo¬ 
sophical outcome. The latter was accomplished in his system thanks 
to an imaginary “dialectical advance” 65 whereby everything could 
remain in the existing societal reproductive order exactly as it was 
before, in harmony with “rational actuality.” 66 The claimed “dialecti¬ 
cal advance” was, of course, only conceptual, but it was an important 
step for explicitly distancing the Hegelian approach from the theoret¬ 
ically primitive position of “immediate individuality.” 

2. The second major corrective introduced by Hegel, in line with Adam 
Smith’s “invisible hand,” was the List der Vernunft (the “Cunning of 
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Reason”), representing for him the general principle of overall regula¬ 
tion of world historical development and explaining the events of the 
past as well as the functioning of the present; a purely assumed prin¬ 
ciple of all-embracing control that was a priori destined to prevail over 
the actions of the particular individuals. Hegel did not hesitate to call 
“Absolute Cunning” this postulated principle of overall regulation he 
equated with “Divine Providence . . . working out its own aims,” 
stressing that “Divine Providence may be said to stand to the world 
and its process in the capacity of Absolute Cunning.” 67 

3. And that was far from enough for Hegel, in his attempt to make plausi¬ 
ble the functioning of the depicted world historical order, for he added 
yet another—conceptually most important—corrective to the idea of 
purely individualistic conflictuality, in his own way of demonstrating the 
self-realization of the “Absolute Spirit” as the identical Subject-Object of 
history. This he did by stipulating that the Absolute Cunning of Divine 
Providence (corresponding to the way in which the “Absolute Spirit” 
asserted its own power with frill adequacy in the human world) was in 
reality using the outstanding historical figures—the “world historical 
individuals,” like Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, Luther, and 
Napoleon—for the realization of its own ends, while those individuals 
were convinced that they were themselves the originators of their own 
transformatory aims and actions. In this way Hegel could maintain that 
not only the individuals but also the particular states and nations were 
“the unconscious tools and organs of the world mind at work within 
them,” 68 bringing to what he considered to be an eternally workable 
common denominator—though doing that, of course, only in a specula¬ 
tive way—the unconsciousness of the human beings and their actually 
existing institutions on the one hand, and the highest conceivable supra- 
human consciousness of the world mind, 69 on the other, as the ultimate 
guarantor of the only sustainable order instead of chaos. This is how he 
proposed to reconcile the otherwise totally untenable, but by Hegel 
tellingly acknowledged, 70 insuperable irrationality/unconsciousness of 
the eternalized capitalist order of “civil society” and its genus-indivi¬ 
duals, together with their particular states and nations, with consciousness 
as such, essential to any viable conception of history. 
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4. The most important corrective addition introduced by Hegel—for the 
purpose of justifying the absolute permanence of the material reality 
of capitalist “civil society,” notwithstanding the ineradicable conflict- 
uality of the “genus-individuals”—was his conception of the “Ethical 
State ” which would subsume the self-seeking reproduction process 
and the corresponding satisfaction of the needs of the individuals and 
their society under a higher order fully befitting the World Spirit. 
Without that, “civil society” would not be sustainable at all. However, 
thanks to the necessary combination with the higher order of the 
“Ethical State,” the depicted “civil society” itself, in its given actual¬ 
ity, corresponding to the requirements of capital’s idealized order, 
became fully harmonizable with the World Spirit’s self-realization 
process. That connection with the “Ethical State”—the latter decreed 
to be “the Divine Idea as it exists on earth” 71 —removed any shadow 
of concern about the established order’s eternal viability. Indeed more 
than that, it simultaneously also disqualified the “folly” of the 
“Understanding” 72 (in the name of the highest dialectical principle of 
“Reason”) about any possible improvement to be introduced into the 
actually existent through reform aimed at real equality, tendentiously 
dismissed by Hegel as a mere “ought-to-be.” For in the Hegelian 
“Ethical State” a key role was assigned, by definition (since it could 
only be done by definition), to the utterly fictitious “universal class” 
of civil servants, who were idealistically and idealizingly posited as 
safeguarding the interest of all, and thus properly harmonizing the 
world historical order, notwithstanding the insoluble—but through 
the profound interrelationship with the “Ethical State” ennobled, and 
thereby legitimately eternalized—contradictions of “civil society.” 

Paradoxically, in view of the vital explanatory and justificatory role 
which the “Ethical State” was called upon to fulfill in the Hegelian system 
as a whole, in an age of world historical turmoil and conflict never expe¬ 
rienced before on an even remotely comparable scale, Hegel was chal¬ 
lenged to elaborate one of the greatest theories of politics and the state in 
the course of the entire history of philosophy. For nothing short of that 
magnitude could be suitable to fulfill the role he consciously assigned, 
and had to assign, to the state as the overarching pillar of his monumen- 
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tal reconciliatory system. His achievement also in that respect stands in 
sharp contrast to the pedestrian apologetic concoctions offered by the 
propounders of “immediate individuality” who were incapable of produ¬ 
cing anything even minimally relevant to understanding the nature of the 
modern state in the descending phase of capital’s systemic development. 

There was something grandiose about the fourfold corrective overall 
conception elaborated by Hegel. For he attempted to put self-seeking 
individuality, and the satisfaction of needs feasible on its basis, in perspec¬ 
tive. Indeed, he tried to put them in a world historical perspective, in con¬ 
trast to being satisfied with the crass apologetics of what he dismissively 
called “immediate individuality.” Hegel criticized such views—a criticism 
applicable not only to some thinkers before Hegel but even more so to 
many capital-apologists after him—on the ground that assuming the plau¬ 
sibility of a purely individualistic position was philosophically quite 
untenable in view of the disregard of that approach for the necessary rela¬ 
tionship between the particular and the universal. And in general philo¬ 
sophical terms Hegel was perfectly right about that, irrespective of how 
speculative his terms of reference had to be in his idealist philosophical 
rationalization of the existent. 

The insurmountable problem for Hegel had arisen from his concep¬ 
tion of “the universal” to which everything in the course of historical 
development and in the actually existing world of societal reproduction 
had to conform, in order to qualify for the noble status of “rational actu¬ 
ality.” For in terms of the real world of history and society—in contrast to 
the speculative domain of his ingenious, and in terms of their idealist 
coherence most powerful, categorial abstractions, depicting the frame¬ 
work of the World Spirit’s self-realization process in accordance with its 
unalterable “eternal, present”—the Hegelian “universal” tended to coin¬ 
cide with capital’s incorrigible partiality. 

In that world of incorrigible partiality, constituting the necessary soci¬ 
etal systemic premise of Hegelian “universality,” with regard to the estab¬ 
lished property relations the great violence that secured their establish¬ 
ment, and indeed the inhuman material and political compulsion 
required for their continued economic domination and “ethically” state- 
protected maintenance, had no significance whatsoever. On the contrary, 
the capitalist property relations, revealingly for Hegel, had to be accepted 
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as absolutely sacred in view of the claimed embodiment of the “free will of 
others” in them, as indicated earlier. That kind of ideological rationaliza¬ 
tion of historically produced and enforced incorrigible partiality as the 
absolutely unchallengeable principle of universality also inevitably 
amounted to speculatively subsuming capital’s destructive—and ulti¬ 
mately even self-destructive—external necessity under the highest and 
noblest category of freedom.' 73 Thus the adoption of the standpoint of 
capital’s political economy by Hegel proved to be incompatible with gen¬ 
uine universality in the actually existing world even at the ascending 
phase of capital’s historical unfolding. 

The long historical development—from the creation of the first new 
needs of our distant ancestors to the present modality of global societal 
reproduction—culminated in our time in the antagonistic dominance of cap¬ 
ital’s incorrigible partiality falsely asserting itself in the name of universality. 

The great difficulty for redressing this matter is that any form of con¬ 
cern with the question of universality for thousands of years seemed to 
belong only to the domain of religious and abstract philosophical dis¬ 
course. And that circumstance indicated very well the apparently 
intractable nature of the problem itself. For, on the one hand, the struc¬ 
turally enforced discriminatory/exploitative character of all class societies 
necessarily—and indeed massively—prevented the institution of real uni¬ 
versality in the actually existing societal reproductive order. On the other 
hand, the direct justification of incorrigible partiality in genuine theory 
had to be considered inadmissible. That is, it had to be rejected as the 
kind of direct justification of incorrigible partiality that would present the 
violation of universality not simply as the de facto objectively prevailing 
iniquitous ordering principle of societal reproduction but, unashamedly, 
doing that as if it was also dejure —that is, fully legitimate as well—in the 
name of the glorified particular individual. Naturally, adopting that kind 
of position would be quite preposterous in philosophical terms. Only an 
indirect justification of the existing state of affairs was acceptable to any 
serious thinker. 74 And, of course, that form of indirect justification had to 
include the acknowledgment of the admittedly very difficult but nonethe¬ 
less unavoidably challenging relationship between the particular and the 
universal at least as a problem, even if only in the form of some specula¬ 
tive philosophical or religious postulates. 


STRUCTURE AND HISTORY 


347 


To be sure, as far as this fundamental issue of the difficult relation¬ 
ship between particularity and universality is concerned, its solution 
cannot be envisioned even through the noblest universalistic postulates 
of philosophy divorced from social transformatory practice. And the 
social practice required in this regard, to be successful at all, would have 
to be most radical, advocating an epochally viable transformatory inter¬ 
vention. For in the actually existing world there cannot be a direct rela- 
tionsip between the particular and the universal. That relationship, 
whether we think of the necessary interchange between humankind and 
nature, or among the particular individuals in society, is always—and 
must always be— mediated in some way, in accordance with the histori¬ 
cally changing circumstances. Whether we can take seriously the theo¬ 
retically advocated relationship between the particular and the universal 
depends entirely on the nature of the prevailing actual forms of media¬ 
tion conceptualized in such theories, and certainly not on the speculative 
declaratory postulates made of mediation in general. 

The grave problem in this respect is that under the rule of capital the 
necessary actual intermediary link of mediation between the particular 
and the universal is fatefully dominated by the antagonistic second-order 
mediations of the reproductive order in force as a mode of social meta¬ 
bolic control, imposing in that way the system’s incorrigible partiality. 
Accordingly, the unreformably antagonistic character of the capital sys¬ 
tem’s second-order mediations deeply affects both humankind’s vital— 
and potentially suicidal—relationship to nature, and the great variety of 
interchanges among the individuals in all domains, from the elementary 
material reproductive activities to the most complicated cultural/intellec¬ 
tual creativity. As a result, all attempts at introducing into human affairs 
substantively equitable organizing principles of universality had to be 
effectively nullified in societal practice in the course of modem history. In 
the last few centuries we have been offered in theory many promises and 
wishful idealist solutions to the contrary, but they could never be realized 
in substantive terms. Given the actual dominance of capital’s antagonistic 
second-order mediations in the established social metabolic order, it is by 
no means accidental that the idealized theoretical foundation of the mod¬ 
em state’s regulatory practices, claiming universality—as spelled out in 
terms of the “Rights of Man”—also had to be confined to strictly formal 
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measures even in the conceptions of the greatest intellectual figures of the 
bourgeoisie, at the ascending phase of the system’s all-encroaching deve¬ 
lopment, as we have seen it discussed in this study. 

On the material ground of the capital system it was impossible to find 
a viable solution in theory to the challenging problem concerning the 
relationship between particularity and universality. The best that could 
be expected from the thinkers who identified themselves with the stand¬ 
point of capital was some speculative wishful postulate of purely concep¬ 
tual “mediation” to which in the real world of the societal reproduction 
process nothing could correspond. The underlying contradictions and 
class antagonisms of the system could not even be mentioned in the rele¬ 
vant conceptualizations, let alone defined in concrete social and historical 
terms as strategic targets for an epochally viable and comprehensive 
transformatory action. For they constituted the necessary practical prem¬ 
ises assumed by all such theories. 

This is why, in case some of the contradictions were acknowledged at 
all, in a suitably transfigured form, like individualistic conflictuality and 
adversariality—as by Kant’s characterization of the “asocial sociability” of 
the human individuals made of “crooked timber”—they were coupled 
with the pseudo-solution of a priori rightful “Nature’s Lawgiver” who 
would mysteriously overcome them, so as to bring even “Perpetual 
Peace” into the “Commercial Spirit’s” ever more destructive world. 

The same was true of Adam Smith’s version of the “invisible hand.” 
The Master of that benevolent hand was hypostatized as ex officio capa¬ 
ble and willing to positively resolve the identified problems, and doing 
that in the same way as whatever other speculative wishful remedies could 
be projected by other representative figures of the enlightened bour¬ 
geoisie as a happy way out of the real contradictions. 

Even the most advanced and comprehensive of such philosophies, at 
the tail end of capital’s ascending phase of development, the Hegelian sys¬ 
tem, 75 could only offer the most abstract imperative of “mediation 
between the particular and the universal” as a purely conceptual “ought- 
to-be,” in a wishfully stipulated harmonization of the existent with the 
“rational actuality” of the World Spirit. And when Hegel characterized 
the unfolding of World History in terms of the advancement of Freedom, 
he had to define it as “the development of the idea of Freedom,” disre- 
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garding the systematic, structurally secured and enforced gross violations 
of freedom in the world of capital’s far from “rational actuality.” That 
was, again, an indirect justification of the existing order, both acknowl¬ 
edging the unavoidable challenge of freedom as a universally commend¬ 
able concept and, at the same time, also successfully spiriting it away by 
confining freedom as such to the speculative domain of the Idea. 

The reason why the more or less conscious indirect justification of the 
structurally entrenched and safeguarded antagonistic second-order medi¬ 
ations of this iniquitous system was feasible at all was a historical contin¬ 
gency. Indeed, the unjustifiable theoretical transfiguration of capital’s 
incorrigible partiality into abstract universality was in consonance with 
the circumstance that, thanks to the scope provided by the global exten¬ 
sion of the established mode of production—which happened to be in the 
more distant past well short of the planetary limits—some of its major 
contradictions as an increasingly destructive form of social metabolic 
control could be effectively displaced (but of course without being 
resolved) for a considerable time, and thereby the activation of capital’s 
ultimate systemic limits effectively postponed. 

Inevitably, however, the arrival of the “moment of truth” in the form of 
acute crises on an ever-increasing scale was only a question of time. 
Accordingly, no one could—or at least no one should—take it for granted 
forever, as Hegel categorically asserted, that “Europe is absolutely the end 
of history.” 76 For world historical development in the actually existing 
world was asserting itself in a very different way—with its sharpening 
antagonisms and devastating wars—as compared to its idealized spe¬ 
culative characterizations. 

In the actually given world, historical development in due course had 
put on the order of the day the literally vital necessity to face up to the all¬ 
destructive problems of capital’s social metabolic control. Thus Marx 
could rightly argue already in 1845: 

The further the separate spheres, which act on one another, extend in the 
course of this development and the more the original isolation of the sepa¬ 
rate nationalities is destroyed by the advanced mode of production, by 
intercourse and by die natural division of labour between various nations 
arising as a result, the more history becomes world history. Thus, for 
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instance, if in England a machine is invented which deprives countless 
workers of bread in India and China, and overturns the whole form of exis¬ 
tence of these empires, this invention becomes a world historical fact. ... 
From this it follows that this transformation of history into world history is 
by no means a mere abstract act on the part of “self-consciousness,” the 
world spirit, or of any other metaphysical spectre, but a quite material, 
empirically verifiable, act, an act the proof of which every individual fur¬ 
nishes as he comes and goes, eats, drinks and clothes himself. In history 
up to the present it is likewise an empirical fact that separate individuals 
have, with the broadening of their activity into world historical activity , 
become more and more enslaved under a power alien to them (a pressure 
which they have conceived of as a dirty trick on the part of the so-called 
world spirit, etc.), a power which has become more and more enormous 
and, in the last instance, turns out to be the world market7 1 

In this way the real antagonistic powers at work in the societal repro¬ 
duction process on a global scale could be unmistakably identified as the 
universally alienating as well as enslaving phase of world history. They 
could be indicated by Marx as the tangible forces of the world market. 
The same world market that happens to be one of the most iniquitous and 
all-encroaching antagonistic second-order mediations of the capital sys¬ 
tem. In this way both the practical feasibility and the necessity of transfor- 
matory intervention on the appropriate global scale of real world history 
could be forcefully underlined. 

Likewise, the “world historical individuals” had to be, and indeed 
could be, demystified. Only in that demystified form, as genuine social 
individuals , could the actually existing world historical individuals 
assume the much needed responsibility for their own deliberations and 
actions, in contrast to being speculatively characterized and strangely glo¬ 
rified at the same time as “the unconscious tools and organs of the world 
mind at work within them.” For in that lofty idealist form of characteriza¬ 
tion, as the mysteriously chosen unconscious tools of the world mind 
confined to the eternalized past and present, they were good for nothing as 
far as humanity’s gravely endangered actual future was concerned. 

In terms of the really existing phase of world history also the mean¬ 
ing of “world historical individuals” could be made perfectly obvious 
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and tangible. Accordingly, it was put into relief by Marx that the issue 
could not be tied to a handful of elitistically conceived individuals, who 
mysteriously appear from time to time thanks to the world mind’s 
“Absolute Cunning.” Instead, it had to embrace the social individuals in 
general who, as a result of the unavoidable broadening of their activity 
everywhere into world historical activity , become in actuality “world, his¬ 
torical, empirically universal individuals in place of local ones .” 78 And 
the ever-intensifying world historical challenge for humanity’s survival 
could only be met by the social individuals, in their capacity as “freely 
associated producers,” provided that they applied themselves to the real¬ 
ization of the tasks which they had to confront with “communist mass 
consciousness” (in Marx’s words, formulated already in The German 
Ideology), as required under the circumstances of the capital system’s 
deepening structural crisis. 

With the unfolding reality of “empirically verifiable world history,” 
dense with its explosive antagonisms at capital’s descending phase of 
development, the need for conscious comprehensive transformatory action 
has become absolutely imperative. This is so because of the historically 
unique relationship between capital’s mode of social metabolic control 
and human survival itself. For when the earlier forms of societal reproduc¬ 
tion—like slavery and feudalism—reached the extreme limits of their his¬ 
torical viability and had to become untenable, that condition represented 
no fundamental danger for the possibility of future development and for 
the destruction of humanity. It is qualitatively different in the case of the 
capital system. For the activation of capital’s absolute limits, 79 under the 
conditions of the system’s global encroachment, directly endangers the 
very survival of the human species precisely because of the incurably 
destructive articulation of capital as a global metabolic control of societal 
reproduction in our time. In other words, the destructiveness inseparable 
from the activation of capital’s absolute limits, if left unchecked, carries 
with it the total unsustainability of human life on this planet the first time 
ever in history. That is what needs to be brought under comprehensive 
conscious control under the present circumstances. 

The antagonistic interactive forces of capital constitute an irremedia¬ 
bly centrifugal overall system, despite all wishful postulates of harmo¬ 
nious globalization. Conscious comprehensive control on capital’s systemic 


352 


SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND FORMS OF CONSCIOUSNESS 


scale is therefore unthinkable, no matter how great the dangers of destruc¬ 
tion and even capital’s own systemic self-destruction. Revealingly, in the 
course of history already at the ascending phase of capital’s development, 
the overall cohesion and control of this centrifugal system could only be 
speculatively postulated in the form of some kind of mysterious totalizer, 
as done even by the greatest thinkers of the bourgeoisie. Neither com¬ 
prehensive control, nor the conscious and voluntary institution of a viable 
plan concerning societal reproduction could be envisaged in the form of 
rationally identifiable design and corresponding action. 

It was that double hiatus that had to be filled in by the various overar¬ 
ching postulates of a mysterious supra-hutnan totalizing subject, from the 
“invisible hand” to the Hegelian “Absolute Cunning of Divine 
Providence” working out its own plans through the even more mysteri¬ 
ously projected “unconscious instruments” of the unalterably centrifugal, 
yet in their very centrifugality idealized, constituent parts. And that kind 
of wishful “solution” was posited by the outstanding thinkers of the bour¬ 
geoisie—who could not imagine any other remedial action to their antag¬ 
onistic system—well before the threat of humanity’s self-destruction, 
together with the potentially catastrophic military instruments and the 
actively destructive “productive” practices fully capable of realizing such 
threat, had been put in their massive materiality at the disposal of capital’s 
personifications. That is, at the disposal of those in charge —but by no 
means in control —of the established reproductive order, who have ex offi¬ 
cio, precisely as devoted personifications of capital’s self-expansionary 
imperative at all cost, the conceivably most irrational vested interest for 
deploying the powers of destruction. 

How could then today anybody invest their faith in such mysterious 
supra-hutnan totalizing agencies and their “unconscious instruments,” 80 
or in some projected new varieties of them, asserting that despite every¬ 
thing they would be capable of overcoming the grave dangers tangibly 
identifiable now? Dangers that are, albeit in a self-serving apologetic way, 
even officially acknowledged both on the military and on the ecological 
plane? For the insuperable contradiction between systemic centrifugal¬ 
ity —which from the standpoint of capital must be always idealized sys¬ 
temic centrifugality —and the absolute imperative of a consciously planned 
and rationally managed global reproductive order, would have to be irre- 
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versibly overcome so as to envisage a way out from the now pursued 
destructive blind alley. To project all-embracing antagonistic centrifugal- 
ity as harmoniously combined with sustainable globalization is the most 
absurd contradiction in terms. No one in their right mind could take seri¬ 
ously this contradiction as the viable practical strategy to be pursued in 
the future. 

The sobering fact is, and remains, that in terms of this fundamental 
structural incompatibility—between the vital requirements of sustainable 
production in the global planetary household and capital’s destructive 
centrifugality—really there cannot be any alternative to the necessity to 
establish and adequately secure the social reproductive practice of 
epochally sustainable globalization. Moreover, epochally sustainable glob¬ 
alization worthy of its name can only be envisaged as a societal reproduc¬ 
tive order consciously managed by th t freely associated producers within 
the social metabolic framework of a historically open-ended system. Thus 
the only feasible way of overcoming the structural incompatibility we must 
face is this: capital’s idealized—ever more destructive—centrifugality 
needs to be irretrievably consigned to the past if humanity is to survive. 

There can be no way of understating the radically different character 
of the socialist conception which represents the real alternative to the 
ongoing course of development. For the socialist alternative cannot 
become viable unless it is strategically envisaged and practically secured 
as an unreservedly open-ended and consciously managed comprehensive 
transformatory system. 

The human agency in control of the objective structures and temporal 
processes of such a system could have nothing to do with some speculative 
supra-hum.an hidden designs and corresponding wishful solutions. We 
must always bear in mind that our terms of reference concern not the 
domain of an idealistically hypostatized “ought-to-be” but the tangible— 
and in our own historical time undeniably endangered—actuality of 
“empirically verifiable world history.” 

Accordingly, when we consider the requirements of epochally susta in¬ 
able globalization, what is legitimate and necessary to put into relief is that 
the unavoidable theoretical corollary of the formerly projected mysterious 
“supra-human totalizer”—in any shape or disguise—is the replacement of 
the genuine open-ended historical conception we absolutely need by a 
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supra-historical postulate, said to be benevolently managed by the 
“World Mind” (or whatever else, including its market-idealizing secular 
varieties), and the corresponding closure of history in the arbitrarily eter¬ 
nalized present. 

In the same sense, opting for the frequently projected “supra-indi- 
vidual” historical subject, whether in the name of some speculative meta¬ 
physical construct or in the form of an alienating abstract collectivity, can 
only derail the required strategic conception. 

To be sure, no coherent historical explanation is conceivable in terms 
of the “aggregates of particular individuals” who are said to be con¬ 
fronting one another in tendentiously depicted “civil society.” But for our 
future the historically sustainable alternative to that kind of conception— 
which must be always posited from the standpoint of capital’s self-serving 
political economy—is not the equally dubious supra-individual determi- 
nacy of so-called “rational actuality” (again fully in tune with capital’s 
mode of social metabolic control), but the real social individual who is 
not only in charge o/but also in rational control of the societal reproduc¬ 
tion process. Not the isolated individual but the real human being whose 
character is defined by the objectively constituted dialectical unity of the 
individual and the social, as mentioned before. For adopting the idea of 
the supra-individual determinacy of development means at the same time 
also the acceptance of the postulates of the supra-historical totalizer of the 
allegedly insuperable antagonistic modality of societal interchange and 
the arbitrary freezing of the historical process in the self-contradictory 
and self-destructive insuperable adversariality of the “eternal present.” 

With regard to the future, openly acknowledging the need for a 
rational totalizer —in contrast to the great variety of failed mysterious 
totalizers propounded in the past—cannot be avoided. As clearly indi¬ 
cated a moment ago, the only viable historical subject capable of being 
engaged in the necessary rational totalization of the complex global inter¬ 
active processes under the conditions of capital’s deepening structural 
crisis can only be the real social individuals —and it cannot be stressed 
strongly enough: as defined by the objectively constituted dialectical 
unity of the individual and the social—who are not only in charge ofb ut 
also in rational control of the challenges of increasingly more global soci¬ 
etal reproduction. 
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In terms of the categorial “ Daseinsformeri"* 1 (Marx) involved in this 
respect, we find the real social individuals, in their actual historical as 
well as trans-h istorical 82 —simultaneously mfer-individual and trans- 
individual—social reality on one side, and the speculative categorial pro¬ 
jections of the “iM^ra-individual,” the “sw^ra-historical” and the “supra- 
human,” in the form of various metaphysical constructs, on the other. 

Thus, what is appropriate to underline in relation to the present 
phase of “empirically verifiable world history” is 

1. the necessary orientation toward the objective dialectic of continuity 
and discontinuity , as the integrative synthesis of all dimensions of his¬ 
torical time, including the trans-historical aspects of humanity’s 
social development, in place of the supra-historical projections of 
speculative historical theory, and; 

2. the mfer-individual and the frr/ws-individual unity of the particular 
social individuals, acknowledging the necessary collective dimension 
of their life when conceptualizing the nature of the historical subject of 
our time as engaged in the creation of the vital “new historic needs” of 

• the pursuit of properly economizing rational husbandry in our 
inescapable planetary household and 

• the concomitant radical supersession of capital’s destructive 
adversariality. 

Only in that way is it possible to envision historical development in 
the future in harmony with epochally sustainable structural change. 


6.3 Material and Formal Structures of History: 

Critique of Sartre’s Conception of Dialectical Reason 
and Historical Totalization 

It was one of Jean-Paul Sartre’s great merits as a thinker and exemplary 
militant to address the fundamental question of historical totalization in 
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the post-Second World War period. His famous Critique of Dialectical 
Reason was dedicated to the subject, announcing in its already massive 
first volume the “soon to be followed” completion 83 of this project. 

It is important to bear in mind that Sartre’s Critique —as published by 
Gallimard in Paris in 1960, with the subtitle of Theory of Practical 
Ensembles —was never intended to offer the complete picture on its own. 
On the contrary, it explicitly promised the proper elaboration of the cate- 
gorial framework of “real history as the necessary complementary and 
indeed the theoretical climax to Sartre’s project. This is how he put it in 
his Introduction to the published work: 

Volume I of the Critique of Dialectical Reason stops as soon as we reach 
the “locus of history”; it is solely concerned with finding the intelligible 
foundations for a structural anthropology—to the extent, of course, that 
these synthetic structures are the condition of a directed, developing 
totalization. Volume II, which will follow shortly, will retrace the stages 
of the critical progression; it will attempt to establish that there is one 
human history, with one truth and one intelligibility ... by demonstrat¬ 
ing that a practical multiplicity, whatever it may be, must unceasingly 
totalise itself through interiorising its multiplicity at all levels. . . . Then 
we shall be able to glimpse what these two volumes together will try to 
prove: that necessity, as the apodictic structure of dialectical investiga¬ 
tion, resides neither in the free development of interiority nor in the 
inert dispersal of exteriority; it asserts itself, as an inevitable and irre¬ 
ducible moment, in the interiorisation of the exterior and in the exteri- 
orisation of the interior. 84 

However, there were some very good reasons why this project could 
never be brought anywhere near its promised completion. The intended 
analysis of real history —in contrast to the philosophical problematic out¬ 
lined in the first volume of the Sartrean Critique only in terms of the for¬ 
mal structures of history—refused to materialize in the interminably 
growing pages of the posthumous second volume; a manuscript amount¬ 
ing to a volume of almost five hundred pages, which in the end was not 
considered suitable for publication by its author. For whereas Sartre had 
no difficulties illustrating with most imaginatively used historical material 
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the categories adopted in the published work, accurately defined as the 
strictly “formal structures of history,” the attempted evaluation of par¬ 
ticular conflictual situations and major historical developments discussed 
in the second volume remained firmly anchored, despite his intentions, to 
the sam e formal categorial framework. Thus in the end not much choice 
remained to Sartre than to abandon his originally promised comprehen¬ 
sive account of real history as the integral part and “terminus ad quem ” of 
his vision of historical totalization. 

Yet, it would be quite wrong to see in this outcome the corrigible per¬ 
sonal failure of a particular thinker. In the case of one of the outstanding 
intellectual figures of the twentieth century, as Jean-Paul Sartre undeni¬ 
ably happened to be, the non-realizability of an important theoretical 
enterprise—attempted, to be sure, from a determinate social and histori¬ 
cal standpoint—has its deep-seated objective ground and corresponding 
representative significance. On this particular occasion this is the case all 
the more because Sartre intended to put forward his conception, in the 
midst of the turmoil of some far-reaching historical events, 85 as an integral 
part of a quest pursued with great passion throughout his fife in the serv¬ 
ice of the cause of human emancipation. 86 

In this sense Sartre rejected in the strongest possible terms any idea of 
a mysterious totalizer, which we have seen advocated even by the greatest 
thinkers of the bourgeoisie in the ascending phase of the capital system’s 
historical unfolding. He insisted that in any viable historical conception 
people must be “wholly defined by their society and by the historical 
movement which carries them along; if we do not wish the dialectic to 
become a divine law again, a metaphysical fate, it must proceed from indi¬ 
viduals and not from some kind of supra-individual ensemble. . . . The 
dialectic is the law of totalisation which creates several collectivities, sev¬ 
eral societies, and one history—realities which impose themselves on 
individuals; but at the same time it must be woven out of millions of indi¬ 
vidual actions.” 87 

Another major achievement of the Critique of Dialectical Reason is 
Sartre’s elaboration of the categorial framework of what he calls the for¬ 
mal structures of history, as we find them outlined in the work published 
by Gallinrard in 1960, with powerfully depicted historical material, rang¬ 
ing from some key episodes of the French Revolution of 1789 to twenti- 
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eth-century developments. These formal categories—from the constitu¬ 
tion of “seriality” and the “fused group” to disintegrative “institutional¬ 
ization”—as elaborated in the first volume of the Sartrean Critique, by no 
means could be said to constitute the formal structures of history in gen¬ 
eral. They are on the whole applicable to a determinate phase of human 
history only, in that they encapsulate some characteristic determinations 
of social interchange under the bourgeois order. In that way, though, their 
potential for illuminating some important aspects of modern historical 
transformations is truly remarkable. Indeed, precisely thanks to their for¬ 
mal structuring orientation they are well in tune with some of the funda¬ 
mental material imperatives of capital’s productive order that must sub¬ 
sume under its fetishistically quantifying formal equalizations and 
abstract homogenizing determinations the most disparate qualities of 
societal metabolic interchange in which exchange-value must absolutely 
dominate use-value, as we have seen discussed in chapter 4 as well as in 
section 6.2 above. Thus the fact that Sartre was unable to complete his 
original project of integrating the propounded formal structures of his¬ 
tory with his intended account of real history cannot take away anything 
from their explanatory value in their own setting. 

To understand the insuperable impediments at the roots of Sartre’s 
project for elucidating the problem of totalization in real history it is 
worth quoting a passage from an important interview he gave in 1969 to 
New Left Review. As clearly transpires from this interview, even as late as 
1969 Sartre was still promising to complete the second volume of the 
Critique of Dialectical Reason, although he had already put aside its 
nearly live hundred pages way back in 1958. These were his words in the 
1969 interview: 

The difference between the first and the second volume is this: the first 
is an abstract work where I show the possibilities of exchange, degrada¬ 
tion, the practico-inert, series, collectives, recurrence and so on. It is con¬ 
cerned only with the theoretical possibilities of their combinations. The 
project of the second volume is history itself. . . my aim will be to prove 
that there is a dialectical intelligibility of the singular. For ours is a singu¬ 
lar history.... What I will seek to show is the dialectical intelligibility of 
that which is not universalizable. 88 
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However, as the case turned out to be, the drafting of the second vol¬ 
ume, which was actually interrupted for Sartre’s compelling internal rea¬ 
sons before the end of 1958, was never taken up again. Its abandoned 
manuscript was posthumously published in French five years after 
Sartre’s death, in 1985, and in English six years later, in 1991. 

Nevertheless, the destiny of this major Sartrean project was by no 
means surprising. My own comment, when Sartre was still alive and fully 
active, on the just quoted passage and on the anticipated unfinish ability 
of his theory of historical totalization—as clearly demonstrated to me by 
volume one of the Critique of Dialectical Reason as well as by the 1969 
interview itself—was as follows: “It is extremely difficult to imagine how 
one can comprehend ‘history itself’ through these categories, since the 
problem of history is precisely how to universalize the singular without 
suppressing its specificity. By contrast, however, it is very easy to see the 
natural transition from history to biography, namely from this Sartrean 
conception of history to the project on Flaubert. For the intelligibility of 
the wow-universalizable singular calls for lived experience as the basis of 
its comprehension. And the reconstruction of the personage through 
I’imaginaire necessarily involved in it, 89 gives us a ‘True Legend,’ at the 
highest level of complexity. Some of the fundamental structures of history 
remain hidden away in the second volume of the Critique that never 
comes, for they do not seem to fit into the framework of Sartre’s quest.” 90 

The insurmountable problem for Sartre was, and always remained, 
that the way to universalize the singular without suppressing its spe¬ 
cificity is feasible only through the appropriate mediations that link the— 
socially defined—multiplicity of particular individuals to their groups and 
classes at any given time, and to the unfolding societal development 
across the whole of history. Sartre’s answers to the question of mediation 
were always extremely problematical in his conception of historical total¬ 
ization. And, again, the missing social/historical mediations from his 
thought were not a corrigible absence. 

To be sure, Sartre rightly stressed that history is “woven out of mil¬ 
lions of individual actions,” as we have seen his firm insistence on this 
issue in an earlier quote. However, despite a claim made explicit in the 
period of writing and publishing the first volume of the Critique of 
Dialectical Reason —according to which existentialism has been left 
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behind by him in his later development as no more than an “ideol- 
ogy” 91 —some of the crucial categories developed in his early work, prior 
to and during the Second World War, and indeed most strikingly in Being 
and Nothingness, remained always dominant in his philosophy. He even 
took back in 1975 the 1958 assertion about existentialism being merely 
an “ideological enclave within Marxism,” 92 accepting instead, and in a 
curious way, 93 the existentialist label again. 

The point of seminal importance in this respect was that by his de 
facto—even if under the given political circumstances not programmati¬ 
cally expressed yet persistent—attempt to give an existential ontological 
foundation to his own categorial framework also in the Critique of 
Dialectical Reason, 94 Sartre barred the road to making dialectically intel¬ 
ligible the process of historical totalization in real history. Namely, he 
made it prohibitively difficult to envisage how it could be possible at all 
for the “millions of individual actions”—in truth always deeply embed¬ 
ded in historically most specific and dynamically interrelated social struc¬ 
tures—to add up to a network of law-like determinations in the proper 
sense of historical necessity, conceived as progressively changing and in 
its modality of asserting itself in due course “vanishing necessity.” The 
missing historical mediations played a crucial role in derailing Sartre’s 
intended overall account of real history. 

In his problematical attempt to give an ontological foundation to his 
own “existentialist enclave within Marxism,” Sartre had to turn the emi¬ 
nently historical and socially transcendable category of scarcity into a par¬ 
alyzing ahistorical and anti-historical absolute , arbitrarily proclaimed to 
be the insuperable permanence and the overall determination and horizon 
of our real history. He did this by postulating that 

to say that our History is a history of men is equivalent to saying that it is 
born and developed within the permanent framework of a field of tension 
produced by scarcity , 95 

At the same time, he repeatedly contradicted his earlier categorical 
assertion according to which “ there is no such thing as man; there are peo¬ 
ple.” 96 However, for the sake of the existentialistically absolutized declara¬ 
tion of a perverse reciprocity between each particular individual and the 
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mythical “Other” who inhabits every individual, a direct line of identity 
was decreed by Sartre to be fatefully prevailing between the ethically both 
rebellious and at the same time also viciously inhuman individual and the 
mythical/demonic man under the rule of permanent scarcity. It is impor¬ 
tant in this respect to quote in some detail Sartre’s words from the first 
volume of the Critique of Dialectical Reason: 

In pure reciprocity, that which is Other than me is also the same. But in 
reciprocity as modified by scarcity, the same appears to us as anti-human 
in so far as this same man appears as radically Other—that is to say, as 
threatening us with death. Or, to put it another way, we have a rough 
understanding of his ends (for they are the same as ours), and his means 
(we have the same ones) as well as of the dialectical structures of his acts; 
but we understand them as if they belonged to another species, our 
demonic double. Nothing—not even wild beasts or microbes—could be 
more terrifying for man than a species which is intelligent, carnivorous 
and cruel, and which can understand and outwit human intelligence, and 
whose aim is precisely the destruction of man. This, however, is obvi¬ 
ously our own species as perceived in others by each of its members in 
the context of scarcity .... it makes everyone objectively dangerous for the 
Other and makes the concrete existence of each individual endanger that 
of the Other. Thus man is objectively constituted as non-human , and this 
non-humanity is expressed in praxis by the perception of evil as the 
structure of the Other. 37 

This ahistorical Sartrean discourse on “evil as the structure of the 
Other”—and indeed the “Other” as each and every particular individ¬ 
ual —in the Critique was articulated in such a way that with relative ease 
it could be incorporated into the existentialist ontological design of his 
first great synthesizing philosophical work, Being a?id Nothingness. In 
this way we were told by the “marxisant” 98 Jean-Paul Sartre of the 
Critique of Dialectical Reason: 

I may try to kill, to torture, to enslave, or simply to mystify, but in any case 
my aim will he to eliminate alien freedom as a hostile force, a force which 
can expel me from the practical field and make me into “a surplus man” 
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condemned to death. In other words, it is undeniable that what I attack 
is man as man, that is, as the free praxis of an organic being. It is man, 
and nothing else, that I hate in the enemy, that is, in myself as Other; and 
it is myself that I try to destroy in him, so as to prevent him destroying me 
in my own body." 

Naturally, the passionately committed militant intellectual Sartre’s 
motivation for constructing this vision of inescapable conflict, character¬ 
ized as necessarily arising from and ruled by permanent scarcity, insepa¬ 
rable from its existentialist ontological underpinning, was not the submis¬ 
sive defense but the radical negation of the existent societal order. He 
needed the heightened ontological emphasis for his proclaimed “existen¬ 
tialist enclave” in order to put into dramatic relief the enormity of the 
struggle that must be pursued against the “enemy” Other, paradoxically 
defined as “myself” and every individual self. However, by doing so with¬ 
out bringing into the picture the appropriate social and historical media¬ 
tions —indeed by obliterating the vital distinction between historically 
insuperable first-order and capital’s to be transcended antagonistic sec¬ 
ond-order mediations 100 —he ended up with absolutizing the historically 
relative against his own critical intentions. 

Under the specific conditions of real history asserting themselves in 
our time, as we are forced to live them under the structurally determined 
rule of capital, the antagonistic second-order mediations must always 
prevail. They represent a historically in the long run absolutely untenable 
imposition and domination of the established societal reproduction 
process, with their ultimately destructive and self-destructive implica¬ 
tions. The historical supersession of such antagonistic second-order 
mediations, no matter how prohibitive the obstacles to their overcoming 
might appear under the present conditions, is the key to the solution of 
the thorny issue—the veritable vicious circle in the capital system’s “real 
history of scarcity inseparably combined with recklessly produced 
waste on the one hand and the often oversimplified wishful counter¬ 
image of “abundance” on the other. The idea of the pseudo-ontological 
permanence of capital’s oppressive second-order mediations, postulated 
on the premise of historically, already long before capital’s appearance, 
imposed class domination, as the necessary structural framework of self- 
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imposing scarcity, is a falsely stipulated distortion. For the relative conti¬ 
nuity which we can find between the qualitatively different antecedents of 
capital’s antagonistic second-order mediations and its own distinctive 
modality of class-exploitative societal reproductive domination by means 
of the economically enforced extraction of surplus labor as surplus value, 
is fra/M-historical—and in that sense superable —but emphatically not 
SM^ra-historical. 

Once, however, the existentialist ontological underpinning of Sartre’s 
categorial framework asserts itself, offering a vision of some kind of 
“human condition” inseparable from destructive conflict under the rule 
of permanent scarcity, the original intellectual motivation of critical nega¬ 
tion of this great militant thinker is inevitably pushed into the back¬ 
ground. Thus the corollary of absolutizing the relative —i.e., absolutizing 
the historical category of scarcity by turning it into ontologically interior- 
ized permanence—makes its far-reaching negative impact. This corollary 
of absolutizing the relative in Sartre’s existentialist ontological “enclave” 
paradoxically assumes the form of relativizing the absolute conditions of 
human existence by suppressing its unique character as a historical 
absolute. The actually existing and, this cannot be stressed enough, by no 
means ahistorical absolute constituent of humanity’s dialectical determi¬ 
nation—namely the forever inescapable, and in that sense , but not in its 
particular modality, absolute— natural substratum of human existence is 
the issue here. Its unique determination as a historical absolute remains 
in force nonetheless. For no matter to what degree this natural substratum 
might (indeed must) be modified by ongoing human productive develop¬ 
ment, in the course of the historical creation of “new needs” and the cor¬ 
responding extension of the conditions of their satisfaction, ultimately it 
always remains firmly circumscribed by nature. And that circumstance 
also means that inasmuch as it is violated—which continues to happen in 
our time to an increasingly dangerous degree in humankind’s relationship 
to nature—it must be also unceremoniously, and even punitively, imposed 
upon society by the objective requirements of human existence itself. 

Naturally, this makes absolutely imperative for humanity the positive 
articulation of a viable and historically sustainable interchange of the social 
individuals with nature and among themselves, as the changing but neces¬ 
sary social ground of their relationship to nature, if they want to avoid self- 
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destruction. But to do so is possible only by observing the unique and 
inherently historical character of the relationship in question. Only on that 
basis is it feasible to redefine in a proper way, especially under the condi¬ 
tions of the intensifying structural crisis of their mode of social metabolic 
reproduction, the vital relationship of humanity to nature in the necessar¬ 
ily open-ended historical framework of development. 

Accordingly, it would be self-defeating to identify in any attempted 
account of “real history” the objective character of the natural substratum 
of human existence—which must be in the course of human development 
subject to appropriate historical transformations, 101 in view of the inter¬ 
vention of, by human beings’ instituted and changing historical necessity in 
the order of nature—with the timeless existentialist ontological materiality 
of scarcity, postulated on the arbitrarily assumed ground that “man is 
objectively constituted as non-human , and this non-humanity is expressed 
in praxis by the perception of evil as the structure of the Other ” 102 To pre¬ 
sume and proclaim that “man is objectively constituted as non-human” is 
an existentialistically misrepresented prejudgment of the issue, devised for 
the purpose of switching immediately, in the same sentence, from the 
apparently neutral/objective meaning of “non-human” to the fateful char¬ 
acterization of the “non-humanity of human praxis” as necessarily carry¬ 
ing with it the “perception of evil as the structure of the Other.” 

The “objective constitution of man,” called in this way by Sartre, with 
regard to its primary/primitive objectivity, does not and cannot refer at all 
to “man,” nor to an existentialistically projected demonic/mythical “non- 
human,” but only to the animal world. In relation to the being that 
emerges later in history—by constituting itself—as human, it can be legit¬ 
imately called, from a human perspective, pre-human, but decidedly not 
in a tendentious sense, proclaimed to lit the somber spectrum of existen¬ 
tialist ontology, as “non-human.” For prior to the open-ended historical 
self-constitution of the human being—of which “the creation of a new 
need” is the “first historical act,” as we have seen above—there is no such 
being properly so called as “non-human” in the Sartrean sense. It must be 
revealingly called by Sartre in that way so that later the being in question 
should be easily presentable in the spirit of existentialist ontological 
gloom as “evil,” with its structural determination assigned to the “Other” 
embedded in every individual self, including “myself.” 
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In actuality the natural substratum of human existence itself is not a 
massive “materiality” but a changing social structural relationship—an 
always historically specific mediation—of human beings in general with 
nature and among themselves. Thus this inescapable mediation is neces¬ 
sarily constituted and reconstituted through socially specific and histori¬ 
cally changing human intervention in the absolutely inescapable order of 
nature. In other words, it is constituted and reconstituted in the form of 
the earlier discussed dual causality of nature’s own lawfulness on the one 
hand (which can be dynamically adapted but not violated), and the pro¬ 
gressively nrodified/displaced (and in its particular modality in due 
course “vanishing”/superseded) historical necessity on the other. 

In the same sense, the category of scarcity is from its inception an 
inherently historical category, acquiring its meaning from the relationship 
of its temporary (no matter how long) domination over the human beings 
that under determinate—that is, historically specific and alterable—con¬ 
ditions must suffer its power. This is far from being a self-sustaining 
power. It must be simultaneously also defined as subject to becoming his¬ 
torically superseded , at least in principle. Or not, as the case might be. But 
not superseded only if the projected necessary failure of the human species 
is absolutized as the all-embracing ultimate catastrophe, amounting to the 
termination of human history itself. Scarcity makes no sense at all in itself 
and for itself as an absolute. It is always “scarcity in relation to something 
or someone.” Moreover, even in its objective determination as a weighty 
contingency it makes sense—one way or another—only in relation to 
human beings who may suffer or overcome it, thanks to their own inher¬ 
ently historical determination and self-determination. Unlike humans, 
animals do not “live in a world of scarcity.” They just live—and die—as 
the “species-determinations” of their “genus-individuality” permit and 
destine them to do. 

Scarcity must therefore be understood in its appropriate historical 
context, as parasitic on human history, and not as the postulated ground 
and pessimistically hypostatized causal foundation of history. To say with 
Sartre that history is “horn and developed within the permanent frame¬ 
work of a field of tension produced by scarcity ” 103 can only absolutize the 
relative and relativize the absolute. For, in the latter sense, the Sartrean 
assertion subordinates to the hopeless vicissitudes of demonically magni- 
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fied and likewise interiorized scarcity 104 the absolute imperative of insti¬ 
tuting a viable alternative to the established mode of social metabolic 
reproduction at the present critical juncture of history. By contrast, in the 
framework adopted by Sartre, the gloom of insuperably absolutized anti- 
historical scarcity as the ground of historical intelligibility, wedded to the 
earlier quoted perverse reciprocity between “myself and the Other in 
me,” is overwhelming. 

The fact that the imperative facing human society today for adopting 
a radically different mode of historically sustainable social metabolic 
reproduction is absolute , in direct opposition to capital’s destructive pur¬ 
suit of unlimitable —hence by definition always “scarce”— capital expan¬ 
sion, does not and cannot obliterate the inherently historical character 
and corresponding urgency of such absolute. For all conceivable 
absolutes in the human context are necessarily historical at the same time, 
including those concerning the ineliminable natural substratum of human 
existence itself. However, by submerging the historically determinate 
practical imperative for elaborating a viable societal reproductive alterna¬ 
tive into the generic pseudo-absolute existentialist ontological projection 
of the “permanent framework of scarcity” can only generate desolate pes¬ 
simism 105 and the noble but impotent “ought to be” as its envisaged 
counter-image. 106 There can be no room therefore in the structurally pre¬ 
judged “existentialist ontological enclave,” dominated by permanent 
scarcity, for exploring the conditions of feasibility of the required and his¬ 
torically sustainable positive alternative. 

The strange result of all this is the diminishing of responsibility for the 
capital system itself, notwithstanding its historically overwhelming range 
of destructive second-order mediations. Such responsibility is dimin¬ 
ished in Sartre’s proclaimed “existentialist ideological enclave within 
Marxism” on account of the mythically magnified role ascribed by him to 
the anti-historically extended generic “interiorized scarcity” made by 
“myself as the Other.” And that “Other in me” is hypostatized by Sartre 
in a form overburdened with the most unreal projection of responsibility 
by being characterized in an earlier quoted passage from the Critique of 
Dialectical Reason as the “demonic double” of not only the human 
species in general—called in that quote “a species which is intelligent, 
carnivorous and cruel, and which can understand and outwit human 
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intelligence, and whose aim is precisely the destruction of man" 107 —but 
at the same time of every single individual in their personal capacity. This 
is a most peculiar way of exempting the capital system of its quite obvious 
responsibility for being actually bent in our time on the very real 
“destruction of man” rightly deplored by Sartre himself. Moreover, what 
makes the kind of existentialist ontological underpinning which we have 
seen in the categorial framework of the Critique of Dialectical Reason 
rather paradoxical is, of course, the circumstance that Sartre would be the 
last person to offer such exemption as a matter of conscious deliberation 
to the inhuman power of capital. No one raises more often in a dramatic 
way than Sartre himself the question of responsibility in general and the 
grave responsibility of the intellectuals in particular. His moral indigna¬ 
tion and radical negation remain always very intense. But the only histor¬ 
ical subject he can appeal to and try to enlist for the fights he is engaged 
in is the isolated particular individual. 

The political dimension of Sartre’s approach to history is expressed 
in a brilliant occasional piece from 1973: “Elections: A Trap for Fools, 
published in Les Temps Modernes in January 1973, and as we learn with 
precision from the article itself, written on 5 January 1973, shortly before 
the French general election under Pompidou’s presidency. 

“Elections: A Trap for Fools” is a very significant article as the politi¬ 
cal actualization of the Sartrean formal structures of history, developed in 
great detail in the first volume of the Critique of Dialectical Reason. For in 
the Sartrean vision the categories of the Critique are perfectly applicable 
to the electoral situation itself, considered by him a strictly and reprehen- 
sibly “formal structure of history.” 

In this respect it is directly relevant that Sartre’s Critique of 
Dialectical Reason, regarding its inspiration, can only be understood in 
the context of the dual crisis of 

1. French colonialism in Vietnam and Algeria, and; 

2. the deepening crisis of the Soviet type system, including the East 
German (1953), the Polish (1955-56) and the Hungarian upheavals. 
Indeed, the Hungarian popular explosion of October 1956 has a 
greater impact on Sartre’s thought than any other contemporary his- 
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torical event, as evidenced by his major essay: The Phantom of Stalin 
as well as by the Critique of Dialectical Reason itself. 109 

The formal categories elaborated by Sartre in the first volume of his 
Critique of Dialectical Reason, arising to a considerable degree from his 
passionate assessment of this dual crisis, remain to the end the orienting 
principles of his interpretation of the unfolding political events and of the 
role to be assigned to the individuals participating in them. This is so irre¬ 
spective of the fact that he is unable to theorize the problem of totalization 
in “real history” either in the repeatedly promised but unfinishable sec¬ 
ond volume of the Critique or anywhere else. 110 

The process of fateful “serialization,” corresponding to one of his 
most important formal structures of history, in conjunction with the “prac- 
tico-inert field,” is described by Sartre in “Election: A Trap for Fools” in 
most vivid terms. Talking about the serialized individual he insists that “a 
soldier takes the bus, buys the newspaper, votes. All this presumes that he 
will make use of ‘collectives’ along with the Others. But the collectives 
address him as a member of a series (the series of newspaper buyers, tele¬ 
vision watchers, etc.). He becomes in essence identical with all the other 
members, differing from them only by his serial number. We say that he has 
been serialized. One finds serialization in the practico-inert field, where 
matter mediates between men to the extent that men mediate between 
material objects.... Serial thinking is born in me, thinking which is not my 
own thinking but that of the Other, which I am and also that of all the 
Others. It must be called the thinking of powerlessness, because I produce 
it to the degree that I am Other, an enemy of myself and of the Others, and 
to the degree that I carry the Other everywhere with me.” 111 

At the same time, the grave consequences of such serialization are 
graphically put into relief by saying, “Now, these citizens, identical as they 
are and fabricated by the law, disarmed and separated by distrust of one 
another, deceived but aware of their impotence, can never, as long as they 
remain serialized, form that sovereign group from which, we are told, all 
power emanates— the People .” 112 

Sartre’s accusing finger, as we can see, is not pointed at society in gen¬ 
eral but to every individual. For, according to him, I as the serialized—and 
indeed actively self-serializing—individual am the guilty one who pro- 
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duces the “thinking of powerlessness” and in that way I become “an 
enemy of myself and of the Others.” He thereby clearly ascribes responsi¬ 
bility not only to the ruling societal order but directly to each one of us, 
looking at the same time also for the required remedy in the form of a 
direct appeal to our individual consciousness. Not surprisingly, the article 
of “Elections: A Trap for Fools” ends with an “ought to be” presented as 
a “must,” by saying, “We must try, each according to his own resources, to 
organize the vast anti-hierarchic movement which fights institutions 
everywhere.” 113 

The question of how the now actually serialized individuals could pre¬ 
vail against the “hierarchic institutions everywhere,” as he invites them to 
do, cannot be addressed by Sartre. Some of his centrally important cate¬ 
gories—indicting the power of serialization as such and the necessity of 
the fused group’s institutionally foreshadowed disintegration, as well as 
the fateful relapse of the particular members of the group into self- 
imposed seriality—speak eloquently against his own proclaimed impera¬ 
tive. This is the reason why the “ought to be” of the unspecified mode of 
“organization” of the individuals is strongly contradicted by Sartre’s 
explicit judgment against the feasible success of organization itself. This 
is expressed with great sincerity in an interview given by Sartre in 1969 
to the important Italian political movement, the Manifesto group, in these 
words: “While I recognize the need of an organization, I must confess 
that I don’t see how the problems which confront any stabilized structure 
could be resolved.” 114 

The most significant passage in “Elections: A Trap for Fools” which 
illuminates the political and theoretical roots of Sartre’s militant strategic 
orientation, is his emphatic condemnation of the act of voting itself, in the 
name of his passionate advocacy of sovereignty celebrated also in one of 
his most important categories, the “sovereign group.” 

This seminal passage of Sartre’s 1973 article on elections reads as fol¬ 
lows: “When I vote, I abdicate my power—that is, the possibility every¬ 
one has of joining others to form a sovereign group which would have no 
need of representatives .” 115 

The importance of Sartre’s concern with the imperative of sover¬ 
eignty cannot be stressed strongly enough. The same idea is empha¬ 
sized—indeed idealized—by him in the immediate aftermath of the defeat 
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of the dramatic May 1968 upheavals in France. In fact Sartre singles out 
the embryonic appearance of sovereignty as the great novelty of the 1968 
historical events in general. For he insists in his sharp condemnation of 
the critics of the student movement, “What I reproach all those with, who 
insulted the students, is that they failed to see that the students expressed 
a new demand: the need for sovereignty ” 116 

Of course, the sovereignty here referred to, wholeheartedly supported 
by Sartre, is nothing less than the unique social formation that in his view 
should be—or, in more accurate terms, “ought to be”—spontaneously 
constituted by all those who reject serialization, in opposition to the “sta¬ 
bilized structures” whose politically favored organizational establishment 
is turned down by him even in one of his most succinctly articulated polit¬ 
ical reflections on the subject, presented in the interview conceded to the 
Manifesto group of the Italian radical left. And the mode of constituting 
such sovereignty, according to Sartre, is either through some revolution¬ 
ary explosion, like May 1968 in France, or by means of the admittedly 
problematical organizational form brought into being by the direct appeal 
of the militant intellectuals to the consciousness of the potentially anti- 
hierarchical individuals in general, who are said to be favorably disposed 
in that way by their “need for liberty.” 

The idea that such direct appeal might be able to produce the 
required outcome is often expressed by Sartre with a confession of self- 
critical skepticism, even pessimism, as we have seen it earlier. 117 It per¬ 
sists, nevertheless. For the roots of advocating politically commended 
solutions in the form of such direct appeals to individual consciousness 
reach back a long way in Sartre’s political development. Indeed, as far as 
the individualistic addressee of political enlightenment is concerned, 
such views reach back even more so—in fact much more so—not only 
into the rather remote past of French political and intellectual history but 
in the philosophical tradition of the European bourgeoisie in general, in 
terms of its earlier discussed orientation to “aggregates of individual¬ 
ity” 118 in neglect of class reality. 

In terms of the political organizational form based on the idea of some 
direct appeal to individual consciousness shared by Sartre, we have to 
remember the Rassemblement Democratique Revolutionnaire (RDR) 119 
with which Sartre was formally associated in 1948 and 1949. He insisted 
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in an interview given to the Paris edition of the New York Herald Tribune 
that such a movement was addressing itself strictly to the individuals, and 
not to “constituted groups.” 120 Accordingly, the programmatic pieces 
written by Sartre and his associates about this—far from really influen¬ 
tial—movement explicitly stressed the desire to be very different from the 
established political organizations and parties of the left. It was explicitly 
stated by Sartre that they are meant to orient their individual supporters, 
instead, toward the defense of some important longstanding political 
ideals. In this sense he argued: 

“The question is not to abandon liberty; not even to abandon the 
abstract liberties of the bourgeoisie, but to fill them with content.... The 
first objective of the Revolutionary Democratic Assembly is to combine 
the revolutionary demands with the idea of Liberty.” 121 

In this way, under the political circumstances of 1948, the direct 
appeal to the progressive individuals remained rather vague and generic. 
But the same form of direct appeal was later put into relief by Sartre in his 
much more radical interpretation of May 1968, in sharp contrast to the 
traditional organizational forms and parties. His stress on “sovereignty,” 
in his praise of the students, is most relevant in that respect. 

However, the most important defining characteristic of the Sartrean 
position concerning the required historical alternative is precisely his cat¬ 
egorical rejection of the act of voting itself in the passage quoted from the 
1973 article. A rejection made on the ground that we have seen a little 
while ago, namely, “When I vote, I abdicate my power—that is, the possi¬ 
bility everyone has of joining others to form a sovereign group which 
would have no need of representatives? 

In the form of this direct appeal to individual consciousness of the 
would-be voters, dismissing the traditional state institutions and the 
“constituted” political parties, the Sartrean rejection is formulated in the 
spirit of the best bourgeois tradition of the Enlightenment. We can see its 
close affinity with Rousseau’s radical dismissal of voting and his condem¬ 
nation of the parliamentary representative political system. This is how 
Rousseau argues his case: 
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The deputies of the people, therefore, are not and cannot be its represen¬ 
tatives; they are merely its stewards, and can carry through no definitive 
acts. Every law the people has not ratified in person is null and void—is, 
in fact, not a law. The people of England regards itself as free; but it is 
grossly mistaken; it is free only during the election of members of parlia¬ 
ment. As soon as they are elected, slavery overtakes it, and it is nothing. 

The use it makes of the short moments of liberty it enjoys shows indeed 
that it deserves to lose them , 122 

In the same way as Rousseau’s self-deluding Englishmen who fool¬ 
ishly renounce their power in favor of parliamentary representatives and 
quickly lose their momentary liberty, which they are said to deserve, 
Sartre’s “self-serializing fools,” who likewise consent to abdicate their 
power by voting, instead of “joining others to form a sovereign group 
which would have no need of representatives also fully deserve their fate 
according to the great French “marxisant existentialist” intellectual. 

But even so, Sartre’s militant adhesion in the twentieth century to the 
heroic Enlightenment perspective championed by Rousseau in support 
of direct democracy in the eighteenth is paradoxical. For Sartre formu¬ 
lates the most radical criticjue of the bourgeoisie while remaining within 
the bourgeois class horizon. He often even consciously and explicitly 
states that his sharp critical position is that of an insider. Sartre does that 
so as to be able to denounce as strongly as feasible, from the “critical 
insider’s position,” the mortal danger posed by the historically given 
socioeconomic and political reality in which all individuals are, according 
to him, deeply implicated. 

Thus Sartre defines his own position as a bourgeois with an acute crit¬ 
ical conscience who assumes a position of open revolt against the increas¬ 
ing destructiveness of the established order, without the ability to detach 
himself from the bourgeois integument. 123 The passionate direct appeal 
to individual consciousness is in this Sartrean vision the necessary corol¬ 
lary to his explicit or implicit advocacy of instituting some kind of direct 
democracy whose distant ancestry was supposed to be in tune with the 
“Rights of Man.” His earlier quoted desire to “fill with content the 
abstract liberties of the bourgeoisie” speaks volumes for itself in that 
respect. But it also shows the difficulties and limitations of attempting to 
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produce totalization in “real history” within the categorial framework of 
the “formal structures of history” compatible with a radically intended 
but in its origin necessarily abstract and formalistic horizon. One con¬ 
ceived in its time within the boundaries of the never realized—and for that 
matter never realizable—bourgeois “Rights of Man.” 

Accordingly, it would take the labor of Sisyphus to “fill with content 
the abstract liberties of the bourgeoisie,” and of course to no avail. For the 
distance from the formal liberties of the bourgeois order to their socialist 
counterparts which are inconceivable without all-embracing real con¬ 
tent—as for instance the question of substantive equality —is literally 
astronomical. The actual constitution of a radically different social meta¬ 
bolic order, structurally defined in a qualitatively different way from cap¬ 
ital’s mode of societal reproduction—from its elementary material pro¬ 
ductive practices to the highest levels of cultural interchanges, together 
with the corresponding decision-making practices of its substantively 
equal social individuals emancipated from capital’s antagonistic second- 
order mediations 124 —is required for the realization of such relationships 
to which the bourgeoisie could not significantly contribute even in the 
abstract heroic period of its historical past prior to the French 
Revolution. And that would need infinitely more than to “fill with content 
the abstract liberties of the bourgeoisie.” For the sobering truth of the 
matter is that those abstract liberties—devised in accordance with the 
requirements of a structurally iniquitous social order, and therefore 
within their own terms of reference appropriately confined to the 
formal/legal sphere —cannot be filled with socialist content. They are 
incompatible with substantive socialist determinations, notwithstanding 
the slogan about “filling them with content” adopted from time to time in 
well-meaning but greatly constrained political discourse. 

Paradoxically, Sartre’s reformulation of the idea of some kind of 
unspecified and organizationally undefinable direct democracy is put 
under heavily accented question marks in relation to any feasible future 
by his own rather pessimistic account of the constitution and fateful dis¬ 
integration of the “fused group.” Yet, it is retained as an “ought to be.” But 
even as a noble “ought to be”—revealingly enough coupled with his 
repeated exhortations addressed to individual consciousness to “join a 
sovereign group which would need no representatives”—the Sartrean 
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idea turns out to be an openly admitted “formal structure” only. A most 
problematical formal structure that would have to be (but, as it happens, 
cannot be) “filled with content” in his elusive second volume of the 
Critique , envisaged for making intelligible his apodictic project about the 
dialectic of “real history.” 

Sartre criticizes Husserl in the first volume of the Critique of 
Dialectical Reason for his conception of “apodictic certainty.” This is 
how he puts it: 

Husserl could speak of apodictic certainty without much difficulty, but 
this was because he remained on the level of pure, formal consciousness 
apprehending itself in its formality; but, for us, it is necessary to find our 
apodictic experience in the concrete world of history. 125 

To be sure, the way Sartre intends to pursue his own project of 
demonstrating apodicticity in real history cannot be satisfied with the 
internal resources of “pure, formal consciousness apprehending itself in 
its formality,” within the confines of self-proclaimed Husserlian imma¬ 
nence. However, despite the intended major differences Sartre continues 
to share important aspects of his own orientation toward apodicticity 
with the bourgeois ancestry in view of the fact that he never submits the 
material foundations of capital’s social order to a sustained critical analy¬ 
sis. He addresses his critical observations to the political and ideologi¬ 
cal/psychological dimensions only. 

Thus it is by no means accidental that Sartre’s categorial framework 
in the Critique —including its unfinishable second volume—can only be 
spelled out in terms of the formal structures of history, which undoubt¬ 
edly happen to be highly relevant to the evaluation of some important 
aspects of the societal interchanges of capitalist “aggregative individual¬ 
ity,” but they are most problematical in relation to overall historical devel¬ 
opment as “real history.” For in the society of generalized commodity pro¬ 
duction, operated on the basis of formally reductive homogenization and 
abstract value-equation of all substantive/qualitative incommensurability, 
capital’s perverse formal apodicticity can, to be sure, prevail. But in the 
open-ended development of real history it can do so only for as long as 
the antagonistic second-order mediations of the material reproductive 
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system itself can impose the ultimately self-destructive imperative of end¬ 
less capital expansion on the producers through the substantively most 
iniquitous—but formally/legally “equalized” and in that way secured— 
order of hierarchical structural domination and subordination. 

In this sense the perverse but for a long historical stage preponder¬ 
antly successful formal apodicticity of the capital system’s law of value, 
with its rationally unlimitable self-expansionary imperative as the 
dynamic material determinant of its apodictic certainty sui generis , can 
appear to be insuperable. It can proclaim with categorical absoluteness its 
own—in reality in historical terms most specific 126 and in substantive 
terms most limited—insuperability in view of the total absence of identifi¬ 
able self-limiting targets of productive pursuit admissible from the stand¬ 
point of capital’s mode of social metabolic reproduction. This is an incor¬ 
rigible and dangerously missing, but absolutely necessary, self-limitation. 
It is due to the fact that—to be a meaningful self-limitation at all—it would 
have to be defined in substantive terms necessarily excluded by capital. 

Such structural impediment to the vitally important self-limitation is 
imposed on capital as a historically specific reproductive system in view 
of its innermost and unalterable material determination that must assert 
itself in generalized commodity production. For that kind of production 
cannot operate without formally reductive universal value-equation. And 
that is because such a system must formally equate under its most dis¬ 
criminatory exchange relation the qualitatively/substantively in¬ 
commensurable use-values corresponding to human need. Moreover, this 
incorrigible determination is further aggravated on account of the utterly 
fallacious —yet as a rule apologetically asserted and perpetua ttd—fahe 
identification of commendable productive development, idealized as 
unquestionably desirable “growth” in general, with th efetishistic absolute 
of increasingly more destructive cap ital expansion. 

Nevertheless, even if there can be no rationally conceived and insti¬ 
tuted limits admitted to capital’s self-expansion in its own terms of refer¬ 
ence, there are some absolutely vital systemic limits. These are twofold. 
On the one hand, the limits in question arise from the irrepressible antag¬ 
onistic second-order mediations of the capital system in general, and on 
the other from the increasing destructiveness —foreshadowing at the same 
time also potential systemic self-destruction—of capital’s mode of social 
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metabolic reproduction in relation to nature. Indeed, the grave transgres¬ 
sion of capital’s systemic limits is coupled with devastating military 
adventurism exercised in the interest of imposing the “globalized” system 
of destructive production (while preaching the self-mythology of “produc¬ 
tive destruction”) by the imperialistically dominant powers in our ever 
more precarious planetary household. 

Sartre’s pessimism is boundless when he calls out in despair: “It is 
impossible to find a rational basis for revolutionary optimism, since what 
is is the present reality.” 127 In this way the destructive dominance of the 
rationally unlimitable self-expansionary imperative of the capital system 
is unhappily interiorized as the apparently undefeatable “rationality of 
actuality.” But capital’s formally equalizing rationality is in reality sub¬ 
stantive irrationality that must be imposed with ruthless apodictic neces¬ 
sity in the production sphere as much as in all fields of the political 
domain—from the most comprehensive state practices involved in safe¬ 
guarding the internal and international class relations and interests of the 
established mode of material production to the ideological/political regu¬ 
lation and value-determination of the “nuclear family”—no matter how 
destructive the consequences in the descending phase of the system’s 
development. No wonder that we are presented with bleak pessimism 
concerning the future in Sartrean discourse after the bitter disappoint¬ 
ment that follows the short-lived enthusiasm of 1968. 

This is understandably so because, similarly to Marcuse, also in 
Sartre’s approach too much of the apparent stability of capital’s material 
reproductive order and of its allegedly “integrated” social subject of 
potential change—rejected by Sartre as unable to overcome the inertia of 
“constituted groups” and “stabilized structures”—is granted at face value 
to “organized capitalism.” As a result, the wishfully postulated but in 
actuality extremely fragile social subject of the “ought to be” radical trans¬ 
formation—the allegedly “sovereignty-embodying” French student 
movement of 1968 for Sartre, and Marcuse’s “minoritarian groups of the 
intelligentsia” 128 (sharply opposed by him to the working class)—offer no 
more solid ground for envisaging the required changes in the unfolding 
future than the abstract declaration of “needs” which are said by Sartre to 
be “the needs of every man,” irrespective of their social class belonging 
and corresponding material and ideological determinations. 
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We can clearly see that Sartre, like Marcuse (who in this respect to a 
large extent inspires Sartre), adopts the dubious notion of “organized 
capitalism ” contrasting it with “competitive capitalism.” Sartre puts into 
relief the politically challenging novelty of “organized capitalism” in 
order to call for an “anti-authoritarian” way of approaching the task ahead 
on the model of the aspirations of French Maoist students, in contrast to 
the traditional political parties of the left which are in his view anchored 
to the nineteenth century. These are Sartre’s words: 

The classical leftist parties have remained in the nineteenth century, in 
the time of competitive capitalism. But though the Maoist movement is 
still in its first stages, these militants, with their anti-authoritarian praxis, 
appear to be the only revolutionary force capable of adapting to new 
forms of the class struggle in a period of organized capitalism . 129 

Marcuse’s concern is very similar both in calling for a new social sub¬ 
ject of transformation, indicating the militant youth as the embodiment of 
anti-authoritarian politics, and in claiming that the now established soci¬ 
etal reproductive order must be characterized as indefinitely stable organ¬ 
ized capitalism , in contrast to the past. In both cases the claimed novelty 
and corresponding power of “organized capitalism” is paradoxically 
overstated. It is overstated to such an extent that when the somewhat 
euphoric period of 1968 passes away, together with the idealized expec¬ 
tations attached to its claimed “anti-authoritarian” political praxis, the 
pessimistic readjustment of the former strategic perspective can only offer 
in favor of its own support the noble but abstract postulate of the internal 
need of the individuals in the case of both Sartre and Marcuse, coupled 
with constant references to Kantian imperatives in the writings of the 
German militant intellectual from the 1960s to his final years. 130 

The Kantian legacy weighs down as heavily on Sartre as on Marcuse. 
And that is a major part of the problem. For in order to give a substan¬ 
tive rational foundation to a positive and historically sustainable alterna¬ 
tive to the capital system, it is necessary to extricate ourselves from the 
established order’s formal rationality and corresponding formal apodic- 
ticity of gravely iniquitous but pretendedly unobjectionable universal 
value-equation. Yet in terms of the pretended equitable value-determina- 
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tions even the absolute human outrage of decreeing capital and labor to 
b t formally/rationally equal in the exchange relation as individually sov¬ 
ereign “buyers and sellers” can be totally misrepresented, turning into a 
travesty the real character of the relationship involved. For the pretended 
equality of “contractually related individuals,” who are supposed to reg¬ 
ulate voluntarily and freely their interchanges in accordance with the 
“Rights of Man,” is in fact brutally forced upon the class of living labor 
by the actual power relations embodied in the originally by great vio¬ 
lence instituted, 131 and ever after state-protected, alienation and expro¬ 
priation of the means of production from the producers. Accordingly, 
with the passing of historical time the idealized and state-legitimated for¬ 
mal rationality—which in actuality (i.e. in the Hegelian “rational actual¬ 
ity” of real history) always amounts to substantive irrationality — 
becomes in capital’s descending phase of development ultimately self¬ 
destructive in view of the historically untenable but rationally unlim- 
itable imperative of capital expansion. 

The formally idealized “Rights of Man”—curiously invoked even by 
Sartre when he appeals to the idea of the individuals joining “that sover¬ 
eign group from which, we are told, all power emanates, the People .” 132 — 
cannot be exempted from the requirement of giving a substantive rational 
foundation to a historically sustainable positive alternative to capital’s/»/- 
tnally legitimated and in the name of its pretended “ formal and instru¬ 
mental rationality” 133 peremptorily enforced mode of social metabolic 
reproduction. Otherwise we must remain trapped by Sartre’s—and 
Marcuse’s—utter pessimism. 

However, in Sartre’s lifework it is impossible to supersede the estab¬ 
lished order’s formal rationality and corresponding formal apodicticity 
without abandoning the idea that the categorial framework of his “marx- 
isant existentialist” conception, as spelled out in his Critique of 
Dialectical Reason, encapsulates the “formal structures of history” in gen¬ 
eral, and as such applicable also to a strategic view of the necessary his¬ 
torical alternative to capital’s social metabolic order. The unfinishable 
second volume of the Critique does not stand in Sartre’s lifework alone. 
The same fate affected his project announced at the very end of Being and 
Nothingness, concerning the problems of “situated freedom” to be pur¬ 
sued on the “ethical plane,” 134 and the work on “structural anthropology ” 
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whose “early publication” was also repeatedly promised by Sartre in 
interviews many years before his death, but never materialized. 

The reasons for the revealing unfinishability of these major Sartrean 
projects are very similar. But this is in no way meant to be a negative judg¬ 
ment on Sartre’s lifework. Paradoxically, the major projects in question 
are in fact complete in their incompleteness and truly representative as 
integral parts of his great militant intellectual achievement precisely in 
their unfinishability. For they embody a tireless—even heroic—struggle 
on his part to radically negate the established order from within its own 
class parameters. 

Sartre voices the insuperable dilemmas involved by using the same 
expression about the nature of the enterprise that he tries to pursue as 
“necessary but at the same time impossible.” He says that in different but 
interrelated contexts. Thus, talking about the most powerful organized 
political force of the left in France he asserts that “Collaboration with the 
Communist Party is both necessary and impossible.” 135 That sums up 
very well Sartre’s position on the issue, indicating the painful double¬ 
sided acknowledgment that, on the one hand, without a major organiza¬ 
tional force the advocated objectives cannot be accomplished, yet on the 
other hand, the force in question is very far from actually promoting the 
necessary change. 136 The same dilemma is put by Sartre in more general¬ 
ized terms when he insists, “Ethics is for us inevitable and at the same 
time impossible.” 137 

All these paradoxical and self-torturing insights are by no means 
“publicity-seeking” occasional remarks of which he is accused by his cap¬ 
ital-apologetic detractors. 138 They are consistently coupled with the most 
dedicated theoretical work in composing thousands of pages 139 of his 
major unfinishable projects, formulated from within the horizon of his 
own class whose conscience Sartre tries to challenge and indeed shake. 
The unfinishable manuscripts express with great personal authenticity 
the impossibility to realize the chosen historical task by the reactivation of 
even the best Enlightenment tradition, together with the once sincerely 
believed (but never instituted) “Rights of Man” characteristic of its hori¬ 
zon. Sartre’s inability to go beyond the formal apodicticity of the shared 
class horizon, confining his own categorial explanatory framework to the 
formal structures of history, despite his explicit promise and conscious 
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efforts aimed at elucidating “real history” both in the political domain and 
in the world of morality, is inseparable from this connection. 

Sartre’s writings on ethics, which were not lost, show a repeated 
attempt to overcome the forbidding practical impediments of the given 
historical situation in terms of his appeal to the moral imperative, formu¬ 
lated frequently in the Kantian spirit. In a major lecture, written not in his 
youth but nearly at the age of sixty, he quotes Kant’s famous dictum— 
“You ought to, therefore you can”— and insists on the primacy and central¬ 
ity of individual praxes in contrast to collective and institutional struc¬ 
tures. 140 However, this attachment to the Kantian legacy and its corollar¬ 
ies is not without serious problems. For the German philosopher, to 
whom Sartre is deeply indebted throughout his intellectual life, does not 
hesitate to reconcile the fundamental contradiction between the formal 
requirements of Enlightenment rationality (and corresponding equality) 
and the most blatant perpetuation of substantive inequality even in the 
domain of the law. He argues in this way: 

The general equality of men as subjects in a state coexists quite readily 
with the greatest inequality in degrees of the possessions men have, 
whether the possessions consist of corporeal or spiritual superiority or 
in material possession besides. Hence the general equality of men also 
coexists with great inequality of specific rights of which there may be 
many.... Nevertheless, all subjects are equal to each other before the law 
which, as a pronouncement of the general will, can only be one. This 
law concerns the form and not the matter of the object regarding which 
I may possess a right. 141 

As we can see the greatest moral philosopher of the bourgeoisie in the 
ascendant, Immanuel Kant, who models the universality and validity of the 
moral judgment as such on the “form of the natural law,” can find 
absolutely nothing wrong with the total denial of substantive equality to 
the overwhelming majority of the people. Even his reference to the idea of 
Rousseau’s general ivill cannot make any difference in that respect. The 
insoluble contradiction between the actually existing system of formalized 
law and the “legitimately” enforced substantive inequality in society and in 
the state is supposed to be overcome by Kant’s peremptory decree accord- 
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ing to which the law as such can be concerned only with the form and not 
with the matter of the object in question. Consequently it can be most 
iniquitously discriminatory even in terms of the “specific rights ” that it may 
or may not grant to whoever it pleases, and yet qualifying at the same time 
as fully adequate to the rational requirement of the “ general equality of 
men as subjects in a state,” justified with reference to its claimed harmony 
with the general will. Although in this way we find in Kant—who was, like 
Sartre, greatly inspired by Rousseau—a characteristic interpretation of the 
general will, corresponding to the Sovereignty of the People, the Kantian 
advocacy of the materially discriminatory idea of equality, in tune with the 
established order of private property, is not in conflict with some of 
Rousseau’s most important tenets. For the great French philosopher of the 
Enlightenment insists with unmistakable firmness that “the right of prop¬ 
erty is the most sacred of all the rights of citizenship, and even more impor¬ 
tant in some respect than liberty itself; ... property is the true foundation 
of civil society, and the real guarantee of the undertakings of citizens 142 ... 
the general administration [embodied in the state] is established only to 
secure individual property, which is antecedent to it.” 143 

Naturally, Sartre advocates the real equality of all individuals in soci¬ 
ety, and he can only scorn the “great inequality of specific rights” (in favor 
of those who can pay for it) imposed by the hypocritical practices of actu¬ 
ally existing law. Ffowever, he cannot extricate himself from the formal 
apodicticity of the system oriented toward asserting the primacy and his¬ 
torical viability of the individual praxes, in the spirit of the aggregates of 
individuality idealized by the best philosophical tradition of capital’s 
ascending phase of development, including the conceptions of Rousseau, 
Kant, Adam Smith, and Ffegel. Sartre’s ever renewed direct appeals to 
individual consciousness are obvious manifestations of that. This kind of 
orientation carries with it idealizations of its own kind in relation to the 
present, as we find it clearly demonstrated in Sartre’s greatly overrated 
characterization of the French Maoist students, 144 who later in fact ceased 
to have anything to do with an even vaguely progressive, let alone genuine 
revolutionary, perspective. And, of course, the problems go much deeper 
than that as far as the question of the necessary historical alternative to the 
established order is concerned. For the obverse side of the same coin of 
expecting the required solution from the direct appeal to individual con- 
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sciousness had to be that far too much was granted by Sartre, exactly the 
same way as by Marcuse, to the continued historical viability of so-called 
“advanced capitalism” and “organized capitalism.” 

Sartre’s historical conception is haunted to the very end by his dis¬ 
missal of the idea of the “We-subject” in Being and Nothingness. As dis¬ 
cussed in section 7.3 of The Social Determination of Method, according 
to the Sartrean existentialist ontology 

the oppressed class can, in fact, affirm itself as a We-subject only in rela¬ 
tion to the oppressing class.... But the experience of the “We” remains 
on the ground of individual psychology and remains a simple symbol of 
the longed-for unity of transcendences. . . . The subjectivities remain out 
of reach and radically separa ted.... We should hope in vain for a human 
“we” in which the intersubjective totality would obtain consciousness of 
itself as a unified subjectivity. Such an ideal could be only a dream pro¬ 
duced by a passage to the limit and to the absolute on the basis of frag¬ 
mentary, strictly psychological experiences. ... It is therefore useless for 
humanity to seek to get out of this dilemma; one must either transcend 
the Other or allow oneself to be transcended by him. The essence of the 
relation between consciousnesses is not the Mitsein [being with]; it is 
conflict . 145 

This view of the nature of the “We-subject” as a mere projection of 
individual psychology is linked by Sartre in the same work to the asser¬ 
tion according to which the conception of humanity is totally illusory, 
derived from the notion of God as a “radical absence,” and thus it is “for¬ 
ever renewed and forever results in failure.” Accordingly, “Each time that 
we use the ‘Us’ in this sense (to designate suffering humanity, sinful 
humanity, to determine an objective historical meaning by considering 
man as an object which is developing its potentialities) we limit ourselves 
to indicating a certain concrete experience to be undergone in the pres¬ 
ence of the absolute Third; that is, of God. Thus the limiting concept of 
humanity (as the totality of the Us-object) and the limiting concept of God 
imply one another and are correlative.” 146 

By the time we reach the Critique of Dialectical Reason Sartre is will¬ 
ing to give some tangible meaning to the concept of humanity by saying, 
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“Our critical investigation must also show how the practical multiplicity 
(which may be called ‘man’ or ‘Humanity’ according to taste) realizes, in 
its very dispersal, its interiorization.” 147 However, also in this work the 
existentialist ontological underpinning of the relationship between 
“myself” and the “Other”—depicted as the interchange in reciprocity 
between the Other as myself and myself as the Other, in the domain of his¬ 
tory “developed within the permanent framework of a field of tension 
produced by scarcity ” 148 —makes conflictuality insuperable. Also, defin¬ 
ing “Humanity” by the term “practical multiplicity”—or, rather, agreeing 
politely to call Sartre’s operative term of “practical multiplicity” by the 
name of “Humanity according to taste”—leaves the door wide open to an 
insuperably individualistic account of some vital historical processes. 
This outcome cannot be helped by Sartre in view of the absence of theo¬ 
rizing in his philosophy the required complex mediations (not confined 
to the circularly deterministic “field of materiality”) 149 through which the 
objective and subjective factors can be brought together, not least by indi¬ 
cating the sustainable constitution of the “we-subject” as the transforma- 
tory agent of historical development, in contrast to the fateful necessity of 
its relapse into self-induced seriality. 

We have to consider here a most difficult and somewhat convoluted 
passage from the Critique of Dialectical Reason. Its great complexity is due 
to Sartre’s internal difficulties of trying to find solutions in this important 
work to the addressed problems within the categorial framework adopted 
by him. For his categorial framework itself stubbornly resists his attempts 
at finding the desired solutions. Nevertheless, it is necessary to quote this 
passage in its integrality because it sums up better than anything else 
Sartre’s general approach to history. This is how it reads: 

In its attempted transcendence of this concrete objectivity (which only 
succeeds in so far as it is not prevented by the Other), the praxis of strug¬ 
gle awakens, actualises, comprehends and transcends the constitutive 
praxis of the Other in so far as he is himself a practical subject; and in its 
action against the Other, on the completion of this very transcendence 
and through the mediation of the field of materiality, it reveals and pro¬ 
duces the Other as an object. From this point of view, the anti-dialectical 
negation appears as a moment in a more complex dialectic. At first, in 
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fact, this negation is precisely what is transcended: the praxis is consti¬ 
tuted for both as the negation of negation: not only through everyone’s 
transcendence of his object-being, but practically through everyone’s 
attempts to liquidate the practical subject in the Other outside and from 
the outside and to recover his objectivity through this transcendent 
destruction. Thus the antagonistic negation is grasped by everyone as a 
scandal which has to be transcended. But at the level of scarcity its origin 
does not lie in this revelation of scandal: it is a struggle for life; thus the 
scandal is not only grasped in its appearance as scandal, but also pro¬ 
foundly comprehended as the impossibility that the two should co-exist. 
Consequently the scandal is not, as Hegel supposed, the mere existence 
of the Other, which would take us back to a statute of unintelligibility. It 
lies in suffered (or threatened) violence, that is in interiorised scarcity. In 
this respect, although the original fact is logically and formally contingent 
(scarcity is only a materially given), its contingency is far from impairing 
the intelligibility of violence. What is important for the dialectical com¬ 
prehension of the Other, is the rationality of his praxis. Now this ration¬ 
ality appears in violence itself, in so far as this is not the contingent feroc¬ 
ity of man, but everyone’s intelligible reinteriorisation of the contingent 
fact of scarcity: human violence is meaningful. And as this violence is a 
negation of the Other in everyone, negation, in its reciprocity, becomes 
meaningful in and through everyone, as scarcity turned practical agent, 
or in other words as human-scarcity. Thus practical negation is consti¬ 
tuted as a negation of scandal-negation both in so far as the latter is the 
Other in everyone and in so far as this Other is interiorised scarcity. From 
this point of view, what is indissolubly negated by praxis is negation as 
the condition of man (that is to say, as a conditioning readopted in vio¬ 
lence by the conditioned) and as the freedom of an Other. And in fact the 
scandal of the presence in me (as a mark of my object-being) of the 
Other’s freedom as the freedom-negation of my freedom, is itself a deter¬ 
mination in rationality in so far as this negative freedom actualises in 
practice the impossibility of our co-existing in the field of scarcity. 150 


Thus the dialectical intelligibility of history in this Sartrean vision is 
primarily concerned with the comprehension of the “scandalous” dialecti¬ 
cal rationality of the Other’s praxis, in its threatening “freedom” that must 


STRUCTURE AND HISTORY 


385 


be negated and “transcended” (indeed possibly “liquidated” as practical 
subject) in the unavoidable “struggle for life.” The question of violence is 
explained as dialectical intelligibility and rationality in terms of the full 
reciprocity at work whereby the objective determinations of conditioning 
are “readopted in violence by the conditioned.” In this way we are always 
offered by Sartre a definition of the Other as “the Other in everyone”: a 
definition inseparable at the same time from the comprehension of vio¬ 
lence as “meaningful human violence.” And precisely because “interi- 
orised scarcity” as meaningful violence involves (and implicates) every¬ 
one, the antagonistic relationship affecting all human beings must be con¬ 
sidered ipso facto dialectically intelligible and comprehensible. 

This conception of meaningful historical interchange also carries 
with it a most problematical definition of the historical agent. In one 
sense, applying to all individuals, it is the “free”—inasmuch as con¬ 
sciously and actively threatening—“Other in everyone,” including of 
course myself as the Other to the Other. But since this Other in every¬ 
one—in its necessary constitution in and through full reciprocity—is 
“interiorized scarcity,” through this “marxisant existentialist” ontologi¬ 
cal underpinning of the Sartrean vision of scarcity as such assumes a 
quasi-mythical status as the effective agent of history. This strange deter¬ 
mination of the historical agent is paradoxically—by directly linking the 
abstract universal to the abstract individual, in an attempt to demon¬ 
strate the “dialectical intelligibility of that which is not universalizable,” 
as mentioned before 151 —due to the “irreducible” (repeatedly com¬ 
mended in that way by Sartre himself) individualistic conception of his 
philosophy. For due to the fact that the claimed dialectically intelligible 
violence in history is said to be “a negation of the Other in everyone,” 
negation itself, “in its reciprocity, becomes meaningful in and through 
everyone, as scarcity turned practical agent.” 

In this spirit we are subsequently presented by Sartre with the firmest 
possible assertion concerning the nature of comprehension, positive and 
negative reciprocity and intelligibility itself, modeled also at this point in 
his analysis, in terms of its simultaneously individualistic orientation and 
abstract universality, on the existentialist life or death struggle of “myself” 
with the Other. These concluding remarks lead again to the frequently 
repeated promise about elucidating in the forthcoming second volume of 
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the Critique , on the basis of the formal structures discussed in its first, the 
dialectical intelligibility of historical totalization in real history. The lines 
in question read like this: 

To comprehend in struggle is to grasp the praxis of the Other in imma¬ 
nence, through its own objectivity and in a practical transcendence. I 
now comprehend the enemy through myself and myself through the 
enemy.... Comprehension is an immediate fact of reciprocity. But as long 
as this reciprocity remains positive, comprehension remains abstract and 
external. Struggle, in the field of scarcity, as negative reciprocity , engen¬ 
ders the Other as Other than man, or as anti-human; but at the same time 
I comprehend him, in the very springs of my praxis, as a negation of 
which I am a concrete practical negation, and as mortal danger. For each 
of the adversaries, this struggle is intelligible; or rather, at this level, it is 
intelligibility itself. Otherwise, reciprocal praxis would in itself have no 
meaning or goal. But what concerns us is the general problem of intelli¬ 
gibility, particularly at the concrete level. ... These questions bring us at 
last to the real problem of History. TfHistory is to be the totalisation of all 
practical multiplicities and of all their struggles, the complex products of 
the conflicts and collaborations of these very diverse multiplicities must 
themselves be intelligible in their synthetic reality, that is to say, they must 
be comprehensible as the synthetic products of a totalitarian praxis. This 
means that History is intelligible if the different practices which can be 
found and located at a given moment of the historical temporalisation 
finally appear as partially totalising and as connected and merged in their 
very oppositions and diversities by an intelligible totalisation from which 
there is no appeal. 152 

However, the insuperable difficulty is that the Sartrean formal struc¬ 
tures of history —validly applicable in terms of their illuminating political 
determinations, if coupled with their complementary socioeconomic 
qualifications, to capital’s highly specific and transient stage of develop¬ 
ment—cannot yield the dialectical intelligibility of real history in general. 
On the one hand they are made problematical by their existentialist onto¬ 
logical underpinning which structurally opposes itself to the “We-sub- 
ject” even in Sartre’s “marxisant” phase of development, and on the 
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other, by the conception of “advanced capitalism” and “organized capi¬ 
talism,” and its militantly with great integrity postulated but socially 
undefined counterforce. This is what we must consider in the remaining 
pages of this section. 

The first idea that needs reassessment is the concept of “reciprocity ” 
postulated by Sartre. He puts forward that idea as part of the existential¬ 
ist ontological underpinning he intends to give to his own categorial 
framework. The envisaged Sartrean conceptual framework is meant to 
account—thanks to his “marxisant existentialist” idea of reciprocity—as 
fully for the relationship between the particular individuals as for those 
social formations that should be described in his view as “practical mul¬ 
tiplicities,” including “humanity according to taste.” For Sartre claims 
that such a categorial framework is the only way to provide the “dialecti¬ 
cal foundations of a structural anthropology,” formulated first in “syn¬ 
chronic” terms as “the elementary formal structures.” 153 This is accord¬ 
ing to Sartre the necessary conceptual foundation on the basis of which it 
becomes possible for him to consider “the diachronic depth of practical 
temporalization” 154 in the promised second volume of the Critique of 
Dialectical Reason, thereby accounting for the “dialectical intelligibility 
of real history.” 

Sartre needs the claimed “marxisant existentialist” concept of full rec¬ 
iprocity (and circularity) because in his view the symmetrical relationship 
between the Other and the individual subject —in that the subject must be 
reduced by the Other, in accordance with the requirement of Sartrean 
reciprocity, to the status of an object and threatened to be destroyed in that 
way in the course of the insuperable “struggle for life” in the historical 
domain asserted by Sartre to be “born and developed within the perma¬ 
nent field of tension produced by scarcity” 155 —enables him to postulate 
at the same time the negative but again appropriate and full reciprocity as 
the necessary condition of dialectical intelligibility. For this way of con¬ 
ceiving the relationship in question makes it possible for him to posit also 
on the opposite side of the equation the same negative and circular reci¬ 
procity through which “the Other in myself” likewise transforms the free 
praxis of the “Other outside” into the enemy object —so as to liquidate it 
as the rival subject that must be prevented from realizing its own design 
as “free praxis” and “mortal danger” for me—in the process of my self- 
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assertion as the only acceptable free praxis prevailing against the Other in 
“interiorized scarcity.” This is how I “comprehend the enemy through 
myself and myself through the enemy” as a result of which dialectical 
comprehension itself becomes “an immediate fact of reciprocity.” 156 

This is perfectly coherent in its own—Sartrean “marxisant existential¬ 
ist”—terms of reference. The problem is, however, that all individuals in 
our historically created and in that way maintained societies are constitu¬ 
tive parts of determinate class formations. Inevitably, therefore, in the 
actual class reality of real history, as we have to confront it until it is his¬ 
torically superseded by actual societal development—in obvious contrast 
to the abstractly postulated individualistic account of the permanent 
enmity between myself and the Other in the Sartrean categorial frame¬ 
work of circularly reciprocal determination and negation—there is defi¬ 
nitely not, and there cannot possibly be, any symmetrically conceptualiz- 
able relationship of circular reciprocity. On the contrary, we find not only 
in the present order but also in the class societies constituted across his¬ 
tory some system of very far from symmetrical structural domination and 
subordination that changes only in its historical specificity —from slavery 
through serfdom to the “wage slavery” of the capitalist order—but not in 
its fundamental modality of hierarchical structural domination without 
any resemblance to Sartrean reciprocity. 

Accordingly, the challenge for the class of labor (and of its particular 
members), in their capacity oriented toward constituting the necessary 
and only feasible historical alternative to capital’s societal reproductive 
order, concerns the establishment of a non-hierarchical structural frame¬ 
work of social metabolic reproduction, to be accomplished on a substan¬ 
tive equitable and thereby historically sustainable material and political 
basis. And that involves, to be sure, the task of overcoming within such 
qualitatively different societal reproductive horizon the historically to our 
own days prevailing, and through its unique vicious circle wastefully per¬ 
petuated, but at least in principle superable, objective conditions of 
socially specific capital-accumulating scarcity. 

Indeed, the now fetishistically enduring vicious circle of scarcity is 
quite unique precisely in its immense but deliberately promoted wasteful¬ 
ness. Moreover, as such it is supposed to remain operative in its totally 
untenable cultivated wastefulness and globalizing destructiveness for the 
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unsustainable prosaic cause of endless capital-accumulation , in contrast 
to the somber vision of our “struggle for life” over the existentialistically 
postulated “mortal danger” embodied in the “Other in everyone,” 
defined as ontologically insuperable interiorized scarcity. 

After 1968 Sartre confessed that “I have always remained an anar¬ 
chist.” When Michel Contat reminded him of that admission, in the inter¬ 
view published under the title of “Self-Portrait at Seventy,” this was 
Sartre’s answer: 

That is very true. ... I have changed in the sense that I was an anarchist 
without knowing it when I wrote Nausea. I did not realize that what I was 
writing could have an anarchist interpretation; I saw only the relation 
with the metaphysical idea of “nausea,” the metaphysical idea of exis¬ 
tence. Then, by way of philosophy, I discovered the anarchist in me. But 
when I discovered it I did not call it that, because today anarchy no 
longer has anything to do with the anarchy of 1890. 

CON TAT: Actually, you never identified yourself with the so-called anar¬ 
chist movement. 

SARTRE: Never. On the contrary, I was very far away from it. But I never 
allowed anyone to hold power over me, and I have always thought that 
anarchy —which is to say, a society without powers—must he brought 
about . 157 


Revealingly enough, the question of advocating the establishment of a 
“society without powers” —irrespective of the name conferred upon the 
political creed associated with it, from nineteenth-century anarchism to 
the present—goes to the heart of the matter. Naturally, it is not enough for 
a prominent and socially most privileged individual to say: “/ never 
allowed anyone to hold power over me.” 

The really difficult problems are whether, to what extent, and in 
which sustainable form, the rejection of power exercised over oneself is 
generalizable in its applicability to the present and to the future. For, obvi¬ 
ously—and Sartre would have to be the first to admit it—in the case of the 
overwhelming majority of the people in our actually existing societies 
today, even simply raising that question, not to mention the major imped¬ 
iments encountered for successfully translating it into their practically 
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sustainable circumstances by the far from privileged individuals, in their 
capacity as more or less isolated individuals, cannot arise. Wage slavery is 
not very reassuring in that respect, even if the old historical forms of slav¬ 
ery and serfdom have been as a rule successfully consigned to the past, 
even if by no means everywhere. 

Naturally, the fact itself that the issue can be raised at all in our time, 
and indeed that it could be raised in some form already in the nineteenth 
century, shows some significant advancement in terms of the objective 
dialectic of historical development, and not only in terms of its compre¬ 
hensibility and intelligibility. For in the remote past the slaves could be 
simply categorized as “talking tools” even by a giant of philosophy like 
Aristotle, as mentioned before. In this sense Sartre’s ideal of anarchy that 
“must be brought about,” called by him “a society without powers,” can 
only mean a society in which there is no separate body exercising power 
over the individuals against their aspirations and will. The issue is, then, 
What are the conditions for the realization of such a society? And that is 
the point where the question of how to deal with the established social 
order—described by Sartre and others as “advanced capitalism” and 
“organized capitalism”—must be confronted. In other words, the funda¬ 
mental question is: What are the actually required and feasible leverages 
through which capital’s social order can be radically transformed in the 
desired direction? 

Nineteenth-century anarchism was dismissed by Marx in no uncer¬ 
tain way. He wrote about Bakunin’s book Statehood and Anarchy, that its 
author “has only translated Proudhon’s and Stirner’s anarchy into the 
barbaric idiom of the Tartars.” 158 And Marx argued, “A radical social rev¬ 
olution is bound up with definite historical conditions of economic devel¬ 
opment; these are its premisses.... Bakunin understands absolutely noth¬ 
ing of social revolution, only its political rhetoric; its economic conditions 
simply do not exist for him.... Willpower, not economic conditions, is the 
basis of his social revolution.” 159 

But even if we ignore the weighty historical baggage of the nineteenth- 
century varieties of anarchism, for the sake of an idealized anarchist “society 
without powers” advocated by Sartre, some fundamental objective determi¬ 
nations and difficulties cannot be disregarded. Especially if at the same time 
the supposedly inexorable power of “advanced capitalism” and “organized 
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capitalism” is reasserted, so as to be opposed by a direct political appeal to 
individual consciousness invited “to join a new sovereign group” 160 —illus¬ 
trated with the example of the French Maoist students—and contrasted with 
organized parties (and other “stable organized structures”) that are said to 
have “remained in the nineteenth century.” Yet capitalism—inseparable from 
those “historical conditions of economic development” put so powerfully 
into relief by Marx in all of his seminal works—cannot be overcome at the 
political level only, 161 no matter how genuine might be the “willpower” of the 
individuals who wish to oppose it in that way. 

The key problem in this respect is the objectively grounded centrifu- 
gality of the capital system itself in its innermost constitution as a mode of 
social metabolic reproduction. As we have seen it discussed in other parts 
of this study, 162 the modern state emerged and expanded in relation to 
that insuperable centrifugality, not least for the purpose of bringing under 
a feasible degree of control its potentially most disruptive aspects. This 
epochal historical process was accomplished—on the ground of the 
underlying material determinations—in the interest of the dynamic ex¬ 
pansion of the capital system as a whole, in its inseparability from the 
increasingly more powerful modern state. That is indeed where we can 
see a real reciprocity. But, of course, this kind of reciprocity is, again, very 
far from being symmetrical. It is defined by a determinate type of social 
and historical interrelationship in which the dialectical primacy 163 —not 
to be confused with a mechanical one-sidedness —belongs to the funda¬ 
mental material determinations in the sense already discussed above. 

Naturally, this type of reciprocally secured development between pol¬ 
itics and the economy, on the material reproductive ground of capital’s 
necessary centrifugality, also means that negating the political dimension 
on its own, in the spirit of even the most idealized conception of anar¬ 
chism, could only absolutize or exasperate the systemic centrifugality of 
the established mode of social metabolic reproduction, resulting in total 
uncontrollability. This is why anarchism had to prove to be a non-starter 
in all of its varieties in the past. 

The historically constituted and structurally entrenched reciprocity of 
capital’s fundamental dimensions can only be overcome by radically alter¬ 
ing the material repoductive as well as the political dimensions together, 
and doing that on the appropriate systemic scale. The partial material 
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cooperative ventures known to us—which attempted to change the system 
through the work of the productive and distributive cooperatives—repre¬ 
sented the obverse side of the anarchist political coin. Significantly, despite 
the good will invested in such cooperatives by their adherents, they could 
not make a practicable inroad into the structural determinations of capi¬ 
tal’s social order on other than a minute scale. Not even when the political 
anarchist and the material cooperative sides of the coin have been brought 
together, as in Spain, in the anarcho-cooperative enterprises. 

Here it is well worth reminding ourselves that Marx never hesitated 
theoretically stressing the idea, and also passionately advocating it in his 
pioneering organizational involvement in the international socialist move¬ 
ment of his time, that “the economic emancipation of the working class is 
the great end to which every political movement ought to be subordinate 
as a means.” 164 

The same idea, underlining the dialectical primacy of the material 
basis of capital’s social order, was reiterated by one of the greatest intel¬ 
lectual and political figures of the socialist movement, Rosa Luxemburg, 
when she wrote: 

What distinguishes bourgeois society from other class societies—from 
ancient society and from the social order of the Middle Ages— ... is pre¬ 
cisely the fact that class domination does not rest on “acquired rights” 
but on real economic relations; the fact that wage labour is not. a juridical 
relation but purely an economic relation . 165 

In the same sense, it would be a great mistake to imagine diat imperial¬ 
ism can be overcome at the political/military level, as many people after the 
Second World War naively started to celebrate the arrival of the age of “post- 
imperialism.” Also in this regard Rosa Luxemburg’s words, which high¬ 
lighted the inescapable and historically evolved economic foundations of 
imperialist political/military strategies, remain valid to our own days, despite 
the fact they were written almost a century ago. This is how they read: 

Imperialism is not the creation of any one or of any group of states. It is 
the product of a particular state of ripeness in the world development of 
capital, an innately international condition, an indivisible whole, that is 
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recognizable only in all its relations, and from which no nation can hold 
aloof at will. Capitalism is incompatible with economic and political divi¬ 
sions It needs for its development large, united territories ... and [to] 

lift the demands and needs of society to a plane corresponding to the pre¬ 
vailing stage of capitalist production and to the mechanism of modern 
capitalist class rule. 166 

Accordingly, the devastating political-military dangers of imperial¬ 
ism—a system of most iniquitous internal determinations and correspon¬ 
ding interstate relations that can change its historical specificity but not its 
structurally entrenched substance —cannot be consigned to the past with¬ 
out radically overcoming the material reproductive dimension of the cap¬ 
ital system as an integrated whole. 

The incurable centrifugality of the capital system can only intensify 
its contradictions and heighten the dangers necessarily associated with 
them in an age of globally conflicting vested interests asserted by the do¬ 
minant monopolistic forces, corresponding to the now prevailing stage of 
articulation of capital’s mode of social metabolic reproduction. Direct 
political appeals to individual consciousness, even in the most idealized 
spirit of anarchism, cannot counter the power of the vital material repro¬ 
ductive determinations whose analysis is missing from Sartre’s work not 
only before the Critique of Dialactical Reason but also later. 

The “formal structures of history” offered by Sartre in the two vol¬ 
umes of the Critique of Dialectical Reason, and reiterated in different 
ways in his subsequent writings, always remained well within the frame¬ 
work of the posited formal determinations, oriented toward an increas¬ 
ingly more elusive political advocacy after the great disappointments he 
suffered following the moments of hope in 1968 and in its immediate 
aftermath. Sinking into a deeply pessimistic mood in his final years was 
therefore sadly but perfectly understandable in the case of a combative 
intellectual, like Sartre, who after the defeat of f968 could not envision 
any leverage by which he could “from within” even slightly alter, let alone 
dislodge from its hinges, as he once hoped, the political consciousness of 
the class against which he passionately rebelled. 

The pessimistic idea that “advanced capitalism” and “organized cap¬ 
italism” might be able to offer some long-term sustainable remedy to cap- 


394 


SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND FORMS OF CONSCIOUSNESS 


ital’s antagonistic second-order mediations could not be of any help in 
this respect. The necessary point of departure for an alternative approach 
cannot be other than an attempt to put firmly into relief the material 
structures of history. Not as “given once and for all,” in an abstractly 
posited generality, with unsustainable claims to formally universalizable 
validity extended to all possible phases of history, but in its actually 
unfolding and changing specificity. And that framework would have to be 
identified in our time in accordance with the never in the past experi¬ 
enced historical determinations—with their deeply antagonistic and 
therefore in the last analysis unrealizable tendency toward global integra¬ 
tion —which correspond to the ever more destructive monopolistic mate¬ 
rial and political/military stage of capital’s imperialist articulation as a 
societal reproductive system, directly threatening even humanity’s rela¬ 
tionship to nature. 

To be sure, this point of departure, in its unavoidable historical speci¬ 
ficity and orientation, could offer no a priori apodicticity of any kind for 
understanding the dialectical intelligibility of historical development 
“once and for all.” Any attempt to do so would be in relation to actually 
unfolding history a crass contradiction in terms. The idea of postulating 
a set of eternally valid “material structures of history” in the spirit of some 
kind of aprioristic apodicticity could only assume the shape of a strait- 
jacket, or a bed of Procrustes, to which necessarily open-ended real history 
would have to be arbitrarily tied or imaginarily chained. There can be no 
general material structures for all conceivable phases of real history, nor 
indeed any universally extended formal structures. For the real history of 
human societal existence could not qualify for being history at all by clos¬ 
ing its gates to alternative forms of development with the help of some 
posited permanent structures, be they at a determinate time in history 
clearly identifiable material structures. Nothing illustrates this proposi¬ 
tion better than Marx’s explicitly stated insistence that the category of 
“historical necessity” makes no sense at all unless it is understood as his¬ 
torically changing and “vanishing necessity.” 

Moreover, once the objective and subjective conditions for the estab¬ 
lishment of a rational planning process are consolidated in the course of 
the historically pursued and sustained socialist transformation, the power 
of earlier overwhelming economic determinations is bound to be greatly 
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diminished. It is put into its place as an integral but subordinate part of a 
conscious socialist accountancy. That form of accountancy becomes 
practicable only in the absence of the predetermined and self-perpetuat¬ 
ing vested interests of capital’s willing personifications who expropriate to 
themselves the power of managing the societal metabolism even if they 
cannot control it, irrationally steering society instead in the direction of 
systemic annihilation. For only the socialist accountancy can confer their 
proper—and not fetishistically absolutized—weight upon the objectively 
limiting factors, within the adopted framework of humanly rewarding and 
■positively interiorized objectives. 

This is so because the real meaning of the words quoted about “the 
economic emancipation of the working class” is the emancipation of 
humanity from the blindly prevailing power of economic determinism 
under which no human being can ever be in genuine control of the social 
metabolism, not even the most willing personifications of capital. Only 
through the qualitative transformation of labor —from being the alienated 
and structurally subordinate but necessarily recalcitrant social class of the 
reproduction process into the universal regulative principle of human¬ 
ity’s interchange with nature and among its individual members, freely 
embraced as their meaningful life activity by all members of society—can 
real human emancipation be accomplished in the course of open-ended 
historical development. That is the reason why Marx was contrasting to 
what he called “prehistory” not some kind of Messianic “end of his¬ 
tory”—although he is often crudely accused of doing that—but the 
dynamic process of actually unfolding and consciously controlled “real 
history.” That is, history no longer ruled by antagonistic economic deter¬ 
minations but lived in accordance with their chosen aims and objectives 
by the social individuals as freely associated producers. 

In fact the categories called by Sartre “the formal structures of his¬ 
tory” are most illuminating for a limited phase of capitalistic develop¬ 
ments, on account of their affinity with some important material and 
human characteristics of the formally equalized articulation of generalized 
commodity production. But they could not be extended to the whole of 
history, from the most remote past to the indefinite future. That kind of 
universal extension —and corresponding closure —is inadmissible not only 
for the material structures of history, which must be grasped always in 
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their historical specificity, irrespective of how long the underlying deter¬ 
minations can assert themselves in the changing societal domain, but also 
for what may be legitimately called formal structures in an appropriately 
defined social setting. Sartre could be no exception to that. Indeed. Sartre 
supplied his own proof for the impossibility of modifying and extending 
his own “formal structures” in the postulated way by his inability to com¬ 
plete the original project 167 repeatedly announced for the elaboration of 
the conceptual framework of “real history” in the second volume of his 
Critique of Dialectical Reason. 

The pessimistic idea shared also by Sartre that “advanced capitalism” 
and “organized capitalism” represent a significantly different and histori¬ 
cally more sustainable phase of the capital system’s development than its 
nineteenth-century variety, to which the political parties of the left have 
allegedly remain anchored, is quite unfounded. The opposite is much 
nearer to the by no means pessimistic truth. 

The deciding issue concerns the rational restrainability and control¬ 
lability of any societal reproductive order in relation to the historical actu¬ 
ality and availability of its necessary conditions of reproduction. And the 
most uncomfortable truth of the matter in this respect is that a socioeco¬ 
nomic reproductive order, the now established societal order, whose via¬ 
bility depends on endless capital expansion, must constantly generate not 
only (to a large extent manipulable or even repressible) subjective but also 
irrepressible objective expectations —both for others and for itself—which 
it cannot possibly fulfill. 

In this sense, in contrast to capital’s existing order, only a qualita¬ 
tively different way of managing the social metabolism, from the elemen¬ 
tary material processes to the highest levels of artistic production and 
enjoyment, could make a real difference in this respect. And that would 
imply a radically different orientation of the social individuals toward 
consciously pursued communal coherence of their activities, in place of 
the now prevailing and potentially disintegrative centrifugality of their 
conditions of existence. This is so because for as long as the antagonis¬ 
tic second-order mediations of the capital system remain dominant, they 
are bound to call for some kind of political super-imposition, instead of 
militating against it in the spirit of the anarchistic desideratum of “soci¬ 
ety without powers.” 
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There can be no such thing as “a society without powers.” Especially 
not in an age of globally unfolding production and societal reproduction. 
The now established reproductive order is inseparable from its antagonis¬ 
tic second-order mediations for the simple reason that they are required for 
the irrational pursuit of endless capital-expansion irrespective of the con¬ 
sequences. However, this system is bound to produce recalcitrance (in the 
producing individuals), the superimposition of extraneous control (in order 
to defeat recalcitrance, if necessary by violence), and at the same time also 
institutionalized irresponsibility (because of the absence of rationally feasi¬ 
ble and acceptable control). It is not too difficult to see how problematical 
it must be to regulate “advanced capitalist” society on the basis of such 
practices and corresponding results even on a limited national scale, not to 
mention the necessity to keep the intensifying contradictions under the lid 
in their unavoidably unfolding global setting. Understandably, therefore, 
the only way to sustain a globally coordinated reproductive order on our 
horizon is by envisaging cooperatively shared material and political power , 
determined and administered on the basis of not simply formal but sub¬ 
stantive equality (an absolute must as the condition of feasibility of a viable 
future societal order) and the corresponding rational planning of their life 
activities by the freely associated producers. 

Naturally, this is inconceivable without the appropriate form of medi¬ 
ation of the social individuals among themselves and in their combined 
relationship, as real humanity (though not “according to taste”), to 
nature. However, there is nothing mysterious or prohibitively difficult 
about advocating a qualitatively different system of societal reproductive 
mediation. The conditions of its establishment can be spelled out in a tan¬ 
gible way, involving a determined and historically sustained effort to 
break the stranglehold of exchange-value over humanly adopted and grat¬ 
ifying use-value , corresponding not to formally equalizable and substan¬ 
tively incommensurable as well as callously ignored, but to the individu¬ 
als as freely associated individuals directly meaningful human need. 

The basic organizing principle of the kind of societal reproductive 
activity which is oriented toward such a qualitatively different social 
metabolic order was described by Marx in very simple terms, with refer¬ 
ence to the communal interchange of the life activity of the individuals, 
when he wrote: 
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The communal character of production would make the product into a 
communal, general product from the outset. The exchange which origi¬ 
nally takes place in production—which would not be an exchange of 
exchange-values but of activities, —determined by communal needs and 
communal purposes —would from the outset include the participation of 
the individuals in the communal world of products. 168 

Obviously, regulating and freely coordinating their life activities by the 
individuals implies ongoing positive adjustments. The required genuine 
positive adjustments in a socialist order become feasible thanks to the 
removal of the structurally entrenched vested interests of the alienating 
class existence of the past, with its institutionalized irresponsibility under 
the capital system. Accordingly, the productive and distributive activity of 
the individuals can be promoted and maintained not by postulating a 
“society without powers” but by the fully shared powers of the members of 
society, inseparable from the adoption of their fully shared responsibility. 
That is the only viable and historically sustainable alternative to the grow¬ 
ing destructiveness of “advanced capitalism” and “organized capitalism.” 


6.4 Structural Imperatives and Historical Temporality: 

Critique of Structuralism and Post-Structuralism 

Claude Levi-Strauss—eulogized by one of his devotees as “structuralism 
personified” 169 —admitted in an interview he gave in 1971 to the promi¬ 
nent French weeklyjournal L’Express that “since 1968 structuralism went 
out of fashion.” 170 What was remarkable in this respect was not the fact 
that in the 1970s structuralism started to fade away, being pushed out of 
the limelight by “post-structuralism” and other similarly oriented “post” 
denominations, like “post-modernity.” 171 Rather, the somewhat astonish¬ 
ing circumstance was that after the Second World War the ideology of 
structuralism had actually acquired an extremely dominant position, and 
maintained it for well over a decade—from the middle of the 1950s to the 
end of the 1960s—in European and American intellectual circles. 172 

Of course, this postwar period coincided with the pretenses of “the 
end of ideology” 173 both in America and in Europe. Structuralism, with its 
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claims to represent the ultimate of “scientific rigor” in the field of the 
“human sciences,” 174 fitted very well into the prevailing intellectual and 
political climate. Even more strangely for Levi-Strauss himself, the “non- 
ideological” aspirations of his celebrated orientation were combined with 
explicitly claiming to be simultaneously a “marxisant” intellectual, like 
Jean-Paul Sartre. As late as the 1971 interview published in L’Express 
Levi-Strauss was still asserting that he was a “marxisant” thinker. In this 
regard the postwar intellectual prominence of the Communist Party in 
France, professing its (Stalinistically “updated”) devotion to Marx, made 
that ideological alignment perfectly understandable. At least to the extent 
of paying lip service to Marx in the case of some important intellectuals 
like Levi-Strauss. And even a figure openly hostile to any idea of social¬ 
ism, Raymond Aron, who championed the American “Atlanticist” per¬ 
spective and Europe’s subservience to U.S. dominated NATO, could not 
avoid a negative dependency on the French CP’s intellectual prominence. 
All this had changed considerably around the end of the 1960s. The seri¬ 
ous decline in the popularity of structuralism, dated by Levi-Strauss him¬ 
self to the years immediately following May 1968 in France, and the 
simultaneous appearance of various post-structuralist ideological app¬ 
roaches, coincided with the new phase in the development of the capital 
system marked by its deepening structural crisis. 

However, even Levi-Strauss’s erstwhile claim that he was a follower of 
Marx, in any sense at all, should be taken with a mountain-size pinch of 
salt. Not only with regard to his—extremely pessimistic—position 
recorded in his major interview in 1971, 175 but also in relation to the rest 
of his work before that date or after. For as regards the theory of the 
“superstructure” in which he suggested that he had elaborated his own 
unique version of the Marxian concept—asserting at the same time with¬ 
out any justification that the superstructural domain was left virtually 
untouched by Marx, who was supposed to have assigned to it only an 
unfilled “space”—the characteristic approach to the field offered by Levi- 
Strauss was incorrigibly ahistorical. And nothing could be more alien to 
Marx’s lifework as a whole as well as to any particular aspect of it. 176 In 
this spirit Levi-Strauss was not only completely ignoring Marx’s funda¬ 
mental answers to the problems of the superstructure and ideology, con¬ 
ceived by him as dialectically linked to, and in that way inseparable from, 
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the changing material basis of society—as we could see them in consider¬ 
able detail for ourselves in the course of this study—but offered a diamet¬ 
rically contradictory line of approach to the problems elaborated by Marx 
always in a profoundly historical sense. 

It is also important to underline here that the various “post-struc¬ 
turalist” and “post-modernist” ideological trends could not be consid¬ 
ered significantly different in this respect. The extremely skeptical and 
problematical attitude to history was by no means confined to Levi- 
Strauss himself. Indeed, the incorrigibly ahistorical approach to their 
object of inquiry constituted the common denominator of all kinds of 
postwar structuralism and post-structuralism, including the general line 
of “structural functionalism” advocated—with Weberian allegiances—by 
Talcott Parsons, and heavily promoted for capital-apologetic ideological 
purposes in the United States of America. 

The major conservative Swiss historian of the nineteenth century, 
Leopold von Ranke, coined the famous orienting principle for fellow histo¬ 
rians according to which every age was equidistant from God. That line of 
thought amounted to categorically asserting that whatever might indicate the 
signs of historical development, in terms of Ranke’s views belonged to die 
world of illusion and false appearance. The claimed “marxisant” contribu¬ 
tion by Levi-Strauss to elucidating the nature of the superstructure—from 
the “elementary structures of kinship” 177 to the “logics of myth” 178 and to 
the characterization of the relationship between history and “La pensee 
sauvage” 179 —had much the same “equidistancing” orientation in Levi- 
Strauss’s “structural anthropology,” devoted to the defense of the conceptual 
universe of the North and South American Indian peoples vis-a-vis die 
thought produced in modern times anywhere. In other words, according to 
Levi-Strauss die idea of historical advancement as such had to be considered 
extremely dubious, to put it mildly. Accordingly, it was not in the least sur¬ 
prising that when Levi-Strauss was asked the question in 1971 by the inter¬ 
viewer of IJExpress-. “So you think that history is devoid of any sense?” his 
gloomy answer could only be: “If it has a sense, it is not a good one.” 180 In 
this way Levi-Strauss’s position was even more retrograde than the histori¬ 
cal skepticism of the prominent British conservative Sir Lewis Namier, dis¬ 
cussed in chapter 5 of The Social Determination of Method, who asserted 
that if there is sense in human history “it escapes our perception.” 181 
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The idea of historical advancement is rejected by Levi-Strauss in the 
most romantic fashion by postulating that in the vision of the world pro¬ 
duced by the savage mind “the whole of nature could speak to man.” 182 
His imaginary solution to the gloomily described troubles of our contem¬ 
porary world was said by him to be the management of technological 
progress in a rather stationary way and strict population control. 
However, Levi-Strauss pessimistically rejected his own solution as unre¬ 
alizable immediately after mentioning it, coupled with an endorsing refer¬ 
ence to the “utopian” views once advocated by the nineteenth-century 
reactionary and indeed racist French writer Gobineau, 183 who also 
turned away from his own projected utopia by ruefully saying that it was 
unrealizable. But Levi-Strauss never bothered to spell out the necessary 
social qualifications concerning even the elementary conditions of feasi¬ 
bility of his proposed solutions which—in terms of their concern with 
technology and population control—could fit in perfectly well with the 
wishful commonplaces of ubiquitously promoted capital apologetics. 184 
The pessimistic formulation of his comments was voiced on account of 
the nostalgically deplored “unrealizability” of the should-be “but alas 
cannot-be” solutions. (Mytho)logically, therefore, Levi-Strauss could 
only end his 1971 interview with the earlier mentioned doom-laden 
tirades against humanity in general, 185 exempting at the same time from 
all blame the “regimes, parties, groups and classes” 186 whose role is 
clearly recognizable in our actually unfolding history. 

The incorrigibly ahistorical—and in many ways even anti-historical— 
character of Levi-Strauss’s work is by no means the only sense in which 
his approach is diametrically contradictory to Marx. An equally serious 
aspect is his rejection of the Marxian unity of theory and practice. In fact 
Levi-Strauss presents his opposition to socially committed practice as a 
commendable virtue when he contrasts his own stance to Sartrean exis¬ 
tentialism by saying that structuralism, unlike existentialism favored by 
the young in and after 1968, is “devoid of practical implications. ” 187 

What is very difficult to understand in this respect is this: Why should 
one try to elucidate the complex—both substantive and methodological— 
problems of the superstructure and ideology if not for putting to appro¬ 
priate practical use the knowledge acquired through such investigation? 
That was indeed the vital concern expressed by Marx with his insistence 
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about the cardinal importance of practice in orienting the intellectual 
enterprise. After all, as we have seen in the Introduction to The Social 
Determination of Method, Descartes forcefully stressed the inherently 
practical nature and justification of his own engagement with the theoret¬ 
ical challenge of untying the deceptive skeptical knots produced by 
scholasticism in the field. 188 Short of such practical orientation, what is 
the point at all of Levi-Strauss’s romantic tirades against humanity, con¬ 
demning it as “its own worst enemy,” if—allegedly—nothing can be done 
about it, because the “technological and population control utopia” advo¬ 
cated by him (against “population explosion” as the postulated “source 
of all evil”) is said to be “unrealizable”? If really nothing can be done to 
remedy the identified problems, then also the act of voicing the gloomy 
romantic laments must be utterly pointless, and in a curious way even 
self-contradictory. 

We can see the self-contradiction in Levi-Strauss’s approach to these 
issues by recalling a typical passage from The Savage Mind on the nature 
of history. It reads like this: 

History is a discontinuous set composed of domains of history, each of 
which is defined by a characteristic frequency and by a differential cod¬ 
ing of before and after. ... The discontinuous and classificatory nature of 
historical knowledge emerges clearly.... In a system of this type, alleged 

historical continuity is secured only by dint of fraudulent outlines _We 

need only recognize that history is a method with no distinct object corre¬ 
sponding to it to reject the equivalence between the notion of history and 
the notion of humanity which some have tried to foist on us with the 
unavowed aim of making historicity the last refuge of a transcendental 
hum anism: as if men could regain the illusion of liberty on the plane of 
the “air” merely by giving up the “I”s that are too obviously wanting in 
consistency. In fact history is tied neither to man nor to any particular 
object. It consists wholly in its method, which experience proves to be 
indispensable for cataloguing the elements of any structure whatever, 
human or non-human, in their entirety. 189 

Thus, when it suits the requirements of Levi-Strauss’s positivistic 
characterization of history, humanity is ruled out of court with the typical 
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exorcising label of “transcendental humanism!’’ This curtly dismissive 
treatment of humanity is even reminiscent of Sartre’s earlier seen prewar 
condemnation of the “We-subject” in Being and Nothingness , also re¬ 
echoed by some strange “structuralist Marxist” authors. At the same time, 
in complete contrast to his earlier position, when adopting the tone of the 
romantic Jeremiads seems to be a more convenient form of discourse, 
humanity is resuscitated again as the—alas hopelessly deaf or “unwilling 
to listen”—addressee of Levi-Strauss’s utterly gloomy but in ruling ideo¬ 
logical circles curiously welcome and prominently diffused sermon. Not 
even the faintest memory remains of the once categorically dismissed 
“refuge of a transcendental humanism” and “historicity” in this updated 
reference to humanity, well in tune with the newly emerging and appro¬ 
priately promoted “globalized utopian” and respectably “classless” ideo¬ 
logical and political climate. 

Levi-Strauss also claims to be a dialectical thinker. In reality, with the 
repetitive dualisms and dichotomies of his timeless and rigid structural¬ 
ist approach he is not only wwdialectical but also anti- dialectical. 
Opposing continuity and discontinuity in the way in which we have seen 
it done by him in the last cjuotation, defining history as a “discontinuous 
set,” is a graphic example of that. Again, nothing could be more alien to 
the Marxian approach to history in which the dialectical relationship 
between continuity and discontinuity is always stressed as strongly in 
relation to the material basis as to the superstructure of society. 

We can clearly see this also in the following quotation from the 
Grundrisse, where Marx discusses the fundamental issue of the cate¬ 
gories, underlining that “Bourgeois society is the most developed and the 
most complex historic organization of production. The categories which 
express its relations, the comprehension of its structure, thereby also 
allow insights into the structure and the relations of production of all the 
vanished social formations out of whose ruins and elements it built itself 
up, whose partly still unconquered remnants are carried along within it, 
whose mere nuances have developed explicit significance within it, 
etc.” 190 In this way the meaning of structure is illuminated, thanks to the 
profoundly dialectial conception of continuity and discontinuity in actual 
historical development from the “vanished social formations” to the most 
complex organization and relations of production in bourgeois society. 
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By contrast, Levi-Straussian structuralism turns the concept of structure 
into a reified fetish precisely because of its arbitrary dichotomous treat¬ 
ment of history, counterposing even the mystificatorily frozen idea of 
“space” to that of historically unfolding “time.” 

We have seen that Marx had put into relief in the strongest possible 
terms that “we know only one science, the science of history.” 191 Levi- 
Strauss rejects that approach, to be sure, not by naming Marx (after all, he 
is supposed to be also a “marxisant” intellectual in the field of the super¬ 
structure) but by sharply criticizing sinfully radical Sartre. 192 He writes: 
“Sartre is certainly not the only contemporary philosopher to have valued 
history above the other human sciences and formed an almost mystical 
conception of it. The anthropologist respects history, but he does not 
accord it a special value. He conceives it as a study complementary to his 
own: one of them unfurls the range of human societies in time, the other 
in space.” 193 It is a very strange “complementarity” indeed which operates 
on the premise of the dichotomous separation and opposition of space 
and time. We have seen in section 6.3 above in considerable detail Sartre’s 
approach to history developed in his Critique of Dialectical Reason. It 
does not resemble in the slightest Levi-Strauss’s strictures against this 
major attempt at elucidating the dialectical character of historical totaliza¬ 
tion, irrespective of how far Sartre succeeds in completing to his own sat¬ 
isfaction the chosen very real philosophical task. 

To say that Sartre has an “almost mystical conception of history” is noth¬ 
ing more than a gratuitous insult voiced by an anti-historical and anti-dialec- 
tical thinker. Sartre, who was in fact most generous in the Critique of 
Dialectical Reason to Levi-Strauss, was well justified when in his answer to 
such insult retorted: “Anyone who can write down ‘the dialectic of this 
dichotomy’ shows he knows absolutely nothing about dialectic.” And we 
find in the same quotation of The Savage Mind the adoption of another anti- 
dialectical dichotomy—for dichotomies are ubiquitous in Levi-Strauss’s 
work—also when he crudely counterposes the concept of method to that of 
the object (on top of space and time, as well as continuity and discontinuity) 
in his characterization of history, reducing it to the task of “cataloguing” the 
“elements of any structure,” and thereby confining to a strictly subsidiary 
position the historian’s enterprise; which means in fact demoting it even 
from its (politely/evasively granted) “complementary” rcAt. 
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Naturally, Levi-Strauss’s real target of censure is not simply Sartre but 
the left in general, although he is supposed to be, of course, also an intel¬ 
lectual figure of the left. But in actuality the leading French structuralist 
celebrated by the conservative weekly L’Express is no more a man of the 
left than he is a follower of Marx or a dialectical thinker. He claims that 
“superstructures are faulty acts which have ‘made it’ socially. Hence it is 
vain to go to historical consciousness for the truest meaning. ... In 
Sartre’s system history plays exactly the part of a myth. Indeed, the prob¬ 
lem raised by the Critique de la raison dialectique is reducible to the ques¬ 
tion: under what conditions is the myth of the French Revolution possi¬ 
ble?” (his emphases). 194 

Thus, after he conveniently reduces everything in his conception of 
myth to the proverbial darkness in which all cows are black, Levi- 
Strauss—well armed again with his own claim of being “a man of science” 
who stands outside the merely contextual field of history 195 —can proceed 
to aim his fire at his principal political target by saying that “The so-called 
men of the Left still cling to a period of contemporary history which 
bestowed the blessing of a congruescence between practical imperatives 
and schemes of interpretation. Perhaps this golden age of historical con¬ 
sciousness has already passed.” 196 

Thus, in view of the prominent figure of French structuralism the 
only proper thing to do is to abandon any concern with “practical imper¬ 
atives”—unlike socially committed Sartrean existentialism deplorably 
favored by the youth in 1968 and after 1968, and disparagingly described 
by Levi-Strauss as “an old thing” (une vieille chose) —so as to offer in its 
stead the detached rigor “devoid of practical implications” of the struc¬ 
tural anthropologist “man of science.” Levi-Strauss is not disturbed even 
by directly contradicting himself in the same paragraph by first claiming 
that he is “engaged in doing scientific work” and immediately adding 
another one of his bizarre romantic laments by saying, “But I cannot help 
thinking that science would be more lovable if it did not have to serve to 
anything.” 197 And yet Levi-Strauss does not hesitate to appoint himself to 
the lofty status of standing outside the “mere contextuality” of temporally 
limited contemporary history and above the “faulty acts of the super¬ 
structure which have ‘made it’ socially.” But can it be done? And in any 
case, what does it really mean, if anything? 
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In truth the textual record shows that—in contrast to the groundless 
accusation according to which the main tenets of Sartre’s Critique of 
Dialectical Reason amount to no more than a myth about the French 
Revolution still fashionable on the left—nothing could be more mythi¬ 
cally inflated than Levi-Strauss’s universal panacea of “exchange.” It is 
propounded by him fully in harmony with the well-established conserva¬ 
tive treatment of that category—corresponding to a totally ahistorical and 
wild extension of its meaning—in twentieth-century ideology, including 
the characteristic role to which it is put in the aggressively anti-socialist 
crusade by Friedrich von Hayek. 198 

The full structural anthropologist arsenal of kinship is used by Levi- 
Strauss for that purpose, even if much of it is considered rather question¬ 
able in terms of the evidence peremptorily claimed by him, according to 
the critical view of those fellow anthropologists who are not wedded to 
the structuralist ideology of standing “above ideology” in virtue of having 
“scientifically” deciphered its code through the universalist Mythologies 
of the Levi-Straussian superstructure. As the English anthropologist 
Edmund Leach underscored it, “Many would argue that Levi-Strauss, 
like Frazer, is insufficiently critical of his source material. He always seems 
to be able to find just what he is looking for. Any evidence, however dubi¬ 
ous, is acceptable so long as it fits with logically calculable expectations; 
but wherever the data runs counter to the theory Levi-Strauss will either 
by-pass the evidence or marshal the full resources of his powerful invec¬ 
tive to have the heresy thrown out of court!” 199 

In this respect, too, we find in the writings of Levi-Strauss a most dis¬ 
turbing anti-historical conception, motivated by conservative, and indeed 
reactionary, ideological interests. So much so in fact that at a certain point 
in the extensive March 1971 interview even the conservative L’Express 
finds the gloomy romanticism too much to take on board and respectfully 
asks the question: “Isn’t what you say very ‘reactionary,’ in inverted com¬ 
mas?” 200 It is to this question that we are offered by Levi-Strauss the final 
answer of his interview, which is utterly reactionary without any inverted 
commas, condemning humanity altogether as “its own worst enemy and, 
alas, at the same time also the worst enemy of he rest of the creation.” 201 
That is the blind alley into which the reader is led by Levi-Strauss’s 
Mythologies. 
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The insuperable problem for Levi-Straussian structuralism is that the 
concept of exchange is inherently historical. Indeed, precisely in view of 
the comprehensive nature of exchange relations that actually change in 
the dialectical sense of continuity in discontinuity, and discontinuity in 
continuity, the most diverse reality corresponding to the term “exchange” 
is a historical category (a “Daseinsform,” i.e. a form of being) par excel¬ 
lence. If it is treated in any other way, by obliterating the qualitatively dif¬ 
ferent determinations of its modes of being, this important category 
becomes fetishistically blurred in a most revealing way. The socially 
telling fetishization in question takes the form of conflating some clearly 
identifiable aspects of the claimed exchange relations and corresponding 
values (to be discussed in a moment) into a fallaciously posited one. This 
is done in more or less conscious conformity—and of course in the 
descending phase of the capital system’s development in much more 
rather than in less conscious conformity—to the interests of the estab¬ 
lished socioeconomic and political order. 

It is by no means surprising or coincidental, therefore, that in Levi- 
Strauss’s mythologizing procedure the anti-historical and generic exten¬ 
sion of the concept of exchange is associated with crying over the “loss of 
the sense and secret of equilibrium'’'’ 202 —the mythical postulate of capital- 
apologetic modern “scientific” (even “mathematically rigorous”) econo¬ 
mists and market idolators 203 —and over the “disintegration of civiliza¬ 
tion .” 204 For heaven forbid point the finger to the crisis of cap italism, let 
alone to its grave and deepening structural crisis of which the explosion 
of May 1968 was an obvious early manifestation. 

In Levi-Strauss’s books, by contrast, the dramatic events of 1968 and 
their nonconformist aftermaths are interpreted as “an additional sign of 
the disintegration of a civilization which fails to secure the integration of 
the new generations that could be so well accomplished by the societies 
without writing.” 205 He attributes to Marx the absurd idea that “social 
consciousness always lies to itself” 206 For if it were really true that “social 
consciousness always lied to itself,” in that case the destruction of human¬ 
ity—in the form of Levi-Strauss’s “cataclysm”—would be an absolute cer¬ 
tainty, and not a socially produced and socially preventable danger. No 
“scheme of interpretation,’’let alone the claimed structuralist deciphering 
of the code of what is supposed to be hiding behind the “necessary lies of 
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social consciousness,” could show a way out of the associated dangers. 
Objective historical antagonisms and their contradictory incorporation in 
social consciousness can be consigned to the past only by the radical 
intervention of the human historical subject in the domain of objective 
social metabolic reproduction—and not at the level of mythologies—in 
response to the prevailing, but by the structuralist man of science dis¬ 
missed, practical imperatives. However, with regard to the human subject 
and historical agent 207 whose development is envisaged by Marx in the 
form of actively overcoming the false consciousness that must arise from the 
objective determinations of historically specific class antagonism, Levi- 
Strauss sets up not just one of his many dichotomies but a hopelessly self- 
paralyzing “ irreducible antinomy ” 208 between the most comprehensive 
historical and dialectical categories of subject and object. 

Every criticized phenomenon is presented in Levi-Strauss’s work in 
an utterly vague and generic form, so as to avoid the embarrassing 
requirement to name the social specificity of capital’s antagonistic repro¬ 
ductive order. In the same way as he was vacuously lamenting over “civi¬ 
lization” in general, he complains that society is becoming “enormous,” 
that it minimizes “difference” and spreads “similarity,” and that it fails to 
escape “abrupt and hard determinism,” etc. But he refuses even to men¬ 
tion, let alone to seriously analyze, the tangible character of ruthless cap¬ 
italist determinism at the roots of the deplored phenomena. Instead, he 
denounces “progress” in the most grotesque way, by saying that it brings 
only 10 percent good while 90 percent of the efforts dedicated to it must 
be spent on “remedying the inconveniences.” 209 

Also, in his wide-ranging 1971 interview given to L’Express in the 
period when in the aftermath of the events of 1968 the organized reac¬ 
tionary forces in Paris—actively promoted by the Gaullist regime— 
openly display their aggressive determination in favor of the most repres¬ 
sive measures, marching on the Champs d’Elysees in the center of the 
French capital shouting, “Kill Sartre, civil war-machine,” and even bomb 
his nearby apartment, 210 Levi-Strauss has the nerve to say in the conclud¬ 
ing paragraph of his interview, in response to the delicately raised sugges¬ 
tion that his views might sound somewhat reactionary to the readers, that 
“the terms ''reactionary’ and ‘ revolutionary’ have no meaning except in 
relation to the conflicts of groups which oppose one another. But today 
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the greater peril for humanity does not come from the activities of a 
regime, a party, a group, or a class.” 211 This is what we are asked to 
believe by the structuralist “man of science.” After all, we have been also 
invited by him to accept, as we have seen above, that—contrary to the 
foolish beliefs of the “so-called men of the Left,” a la Sartre and his 
socially “non-integrated” followers among the youth—“the golden age 
which bestowed the blessing of a congruescence between practical 
imperatives and schemes of interpretation has already passed.” 

The contradictory treatment of the thorny issues of the exchange rela¬ 
tionship, closely connected with the questions concerning use-value and 
exchange-value, go back a long way in the various theoretical conceptions 
formulated from the standpoint of capital. Not surprisingly, therefore, 
neglecting and even obliterating the historical dimension of the major 
issues, so as to be able to eternalize capital’s societal reproductive order, 
is a general tendency in this field. Moreover, this tendency is clearly visi¬ 
ble not only in twentieth century capital apologetics but also in the writ¬ 
ings of the classical political economists. 

In this way the capitalist exchange relations are ahistorically universal¬ 
ized (and of course legitimated) through their confusion with a dehis- 
toricized conception of utility. Thus in the case of Ricardo, for instance, 
we find the baffling conflation of exchange-value with use-value and util¬ 
ity in general. This confounding transformation is accomplished in 
Ricardo’s work by treating the capitalist labor process and the creation of 
wealth through the—in reality historically specific —capitalist exchange 
relation as natural and by assigning, in Marx’s word, “merely a ceremo¬ 
nial form” to exchange-value. In other words, for Ricardo: 

Wealth itself, in its exchange-value form, appears as a merely formal 
mediation of its material composition; thus the specific character of 
bourgeois wealth is not grasped—precisely because it appears there as 
the adequate form of wealth as such, and thus, although exchange-value 
is the point of departure, the specific economic forms of exchange them¬ 
selves play no role at all in his economics. Instead, he always speaks 
about distribution of the general product of labour and of the soil among 
the three classes, as if the form of wealth based on exchange-value were 
concerned only with use-value, and as if exchange-value were merely a 
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ceremonial form., which vanishes in Ricardo just as money as medium of 

circulation vanishes in exchange. 212 

In contrast to such approaches, the importance of grasping the neces¬ 
sary historical mediations of both “exchange” and “utility” could not be 
greater. For the failure to identify the historically specific mediations in 
theoretical analysis can only yield the profundity of conveniently embel¬ 
lished tautologies which, on the basis of their ability to claim (common¬ 
place) “self-evidence” to themselves, frequently constitute only the pre¬ 
liminary step and the “jumping board” to the most arbitrary assertion of 
ideological vested interests at the next step. “In this sense it is a tautology 
to say that property (appropriation) is a precondition of production. But 
it is altogether ridiculous to leap [in bourgeois political economy] from 
that to a specific form of property, e.g. private property. (Which further 
and equally presupposes an antithetical form, non-property.)” 213 

It is an obvious tautology to say that exchange is a necessary (and in 
that sense universal) condition of human society. For how could the 
multiplicity of human individuals exist and reproduce themselves in their 
societies without exchanging— something, sometime and other, some¬ 
where , and somehow 214 —among themselves? For the individuals in ques¬ 
tion are neither “genus-individuals,” nor isolated individuals, as depicted 
in the bourgeois “Robinsonnades” in modem times—living each of them 
as single individuals on their particular well-stocked desert islands, like 
Robinson Crusoe, and waiting only for the arrival of Friday to serve them 
as laboring “hands,” in accordance with the ideal determinations of 
“nature ” 215 —but inescapably social individuals even under the most 
extreme dehumanizing conditions of capitalist alienation. The notion of 
exchange is reduced to a platitudinous tautology when it is proclaimed as 
a universal and permanent panacea, devised for the purpose of falla¬ 
ciously smuggling into the equation as the necessary premise of all reason¬ 
ing in the field the desired apologetic conclusion, in the absence of the 
really vital—inseparably social as well as historical —dimension of the 
substantive relationships at issue. 

The important category of exchange can acquire its theoretically rele¬ 
vant meaning only when it is inserted into the dynamic historical frame¬ 
work of socially determined specific mediations 216 and complex interrela- 
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tionships through which the objective changes and transformations of its 
modalities—changes ranging from “capillary” alterations to 
qualitatively/radically different and all-embracing magnitudes—are con¬ 
vincingly displayed. That is to say, changes that unfold in accordance 
with the dialectic of continuity in discontinuity and discontinuity in con¬ 
tinuity characteristic of historical/transhistorical development. But devel¬ 
opment is what we are concerned with, even if often it is misrepresented 
as a simplistic “straw-man” progress, invented for the purpose of being set 
to fire with a single matchstick in the service of romantic structuralist 
laments. Indeed the annals of history show substantive development from 
the exchange relations of our distant ancestors—who are compelled to 
live for a long historical period “from hand to mouth”—to the globally 
interdependent and interactive, as well as potentially emancipatory, pres¬ 
ent and future. The emergence of this emancipatory potential is an inte¬ 
gral part of the historical process itself, irrespective of how great might be 
the— socially preventable or rectifiable —dangers that are now inseparable 
from capital’s globalizing modality of social metabolic reproduction and 
from their historically specific and correspondingly destructive second- 
order mediations. Without the concrete grasp of the social and historical 
determinations at stake in these matters the platitudinous tautology about 
“exchange” commended as a universal panacea can only amount to the 
mystifying apologetics of the established order. 

In the same sense, it is quite obvious that in necessarily changing— 
and not structuralistically frozen and reified—human society there can be 
no structure without history , in the same way as there can be no history of 
any magnitude without its corresponding structures. Structural impera¬ 
tives and historical temporality are closely intertwined. For human soci¬ 
ety is inconceivable without its dynamic structuring determinations 
(often misrepresented as rigid architectural constructs, so as to be able to 
dismiss the Marxian “base and superstructure metaphor”) which secure 
some kind of cohesion even under the conditions of the antagonistic cap¬ 
ital system’s structural centrifugality. The structural imperatives may 
indeed assume the most rigid form under determinate historical condi¬ 
tions and assert themselves “behind the backs of the individuals” if need 
be, as precisely they happen to do that under our own conditions of exis¬ 
tence. Accordingly, also the categories of structure and history—as all- 
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embracing and temporally changing structural articulations of the corre¬ 
sponding forms of being ( Daseinsformen )—are inextricably conjoined in 
actually existing human society. 

However, without an inherently dialectical and historical treatment 
of both of them also the concepts of structure and history are as much 
in danger of being turned into mere tautology as the timeless universal 
panacea of exchange. This means that an adequate conception of their 
relationship must account not only for the historical genesis of any 
structure whatsoever 217 but also for the process of development in 
humanity’s history itself, i.e., for its genesis and dynamic transforma¬ 
tions , in accordance with its determination as an open-ended framework 
of societal change; which includes the potential move from antagonistic 
“prehistory” to “real history” consciously lived and ordained by the 
non-antagonistically self-mediating social individuals. Otherwise we 
end up with the earlier seen hopeless dichotomies of space and time, 
continuity and discontinuity , subject and object , etc., and the reduction 
of history itself—said to be “devoid of any object” and good for nothing 
but “cataloguing” the “elements of any structure”—to a desolate collec¬ 
tion of data “complemented” by the “anti-progress” mythologies of 
Levi-Straussian structural anthropology. 

It is necessary in connection with all of these fundamental relations to 
keep the objective priorities —which happen to be both historical and log¬ 
ical primacies—in their proper perspective. In the case of exchange , for 
instance, before one can envisage the exchange of anything, the objects to 
be exchanged must be somehow produced. And so must be the social rela¬ 
tions under which their historically specific production becomes feasible. 
In other words, the question of historical genesis must take precedence in 
these matters, as indeed it happens to be most important also for dialec¬ 
tically settling the question of what may or may not be legitimately con¬ 
sidered the precondition, in contrast to the result, in any determinate rela¬ 
tionship. Thus in distribution, analogously to exchange 

the structure of distribution is completely determined by the structure of 
production. Distribution is itself a product of production, not only in its 
object, in that only the results of production can be distributed, but also 
in its form, in that the specific kind of participation in production deter- 
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mines the specific form of distribution, i.e. the pattern of participation in 
distribution.... In the shallowest conception, distribution appears as the 
distribution of products, and hence as further removed from and quasi- 
independent of production. But before distribution can be the distribu¬ 
tion of products, it is (1) the distribution of the instruments of produc¬ 
tion, and (2) which is a further specification of the same relation, the dis¬ 
tribution of the members of the society among the different kinds of pro¬ 
duction. (Subsumption of the individuals under specific relations of pro¬ 
duction.) The distribution of products is evidently only a result of this 
distribution, which is comprised within the process of production itself 
and determines the structure of production f 18 

As we can see, all of the named factors relevant to the evaluation of the 
historically always specific productive/distributive relationship are dialec¬ 
tically treated here, fully respecting both the temporal and the structural 
priorities involved. The same must apply to the assessment of the 
exchange relationship as much with regard to the most remote historical 
past as its capitalist modality, as well as to its potential future—absolutely 
vital—transformation. For it is crucially important for the survival of 
humanity to institute a radically different— communal —exchange rela¬ 
tionship in the not too distant future, in place of the fetishistic and 
destructive domination of use-value (which corresponds to human need) 
by increasingly more wasteful capitalist exchange-value. 

Revealingly, those who mythically inflate the concept of exchange and 
project its capitalist variety even into the most remote corners of the past, 
obliterate not only the real historical dimension of the exchange relation¬ 
ship itself but also the objective structural priorities, so as to block the 
road ahead, with its qualitatively different mode of regulating social meta¬ 
bolic reproduction also in terms of the unavoidable exchange/interchange 
of humanity with nature and among the particular individuals themselves 
in society. By defining exchange in terms of the product (the result ) of the 
process—irrespective of the question of what kind of product is at issue, 
from material goods to cultural entities—they obliterate all awareness of 
the specific productive activities and the corresponding relations of pro¬ 
duction at their roots, as their necessary precondition, under which the 
producing individuals are subsumed. They represent the exchange rela- 
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tionship in this way in order to be able to banish from view the feasibility 
of instituting a historically viable alternative. Thus the primacy of activity 
itself is characteristically wiped out in the interest of eternalizing and 
absolutizing the historically contingent capitalist alienation of both the 
productive activity and its commodified product. 

In reality there can be no aprioristic apodicticity for projecting the— 
socially always necessary—exchange relations in the form of products, let 
alone of commodified products. The only reason for engaging in such pro¬ 
jection—and grossly violating thereby both the historical and the concep¬ 
tual primacies involved—is to harmonize, in the interest of social legitima¬ 
tion, the commodity form of exchange with the established, historically 
contingent form of property embodied in the relations of production, with 
its antagonistic second-order mediations. For the given relations of pro¬ 
duction, ruled by the imperative of perennial capital-accumulation, are 
incapable of producing and distributing the products in any other way. 
But the absolutized legitimatory claims of the established form of prop¬ 
erty and appropriation are historically false. For as Marx had clearly put 
it into relief in his discussion of property and appropriation, against the 
eternalizing claims attached to the notion of private property: “Flistory 
rather shows common property (e.g. in India, among the Slavs, the early 
Celts, etc.) to be the more original form, a form which long continues to 
play a significant role in the shape of communal property ,” 219 

Thus, even if the historical primacy of common property is disputed 
and denied, in the service of the vested interests of capital-accumulation, 
no one can rationally deny the primacy of productive activity itself at the 
roots of all conceivable forms and varieties of production, from material 
goods to religious ideas and works of art. This is so even if this primacy 
can be practically violated, of course, as a matter of historical contingency , 
through capital’s mode of class-exploitative appropriation, from the time 
of the “primitive accumulation” to the present. In this sense, advocating 
the exchange of activities as the only viable historical alternative and a 
qualitatively different mode of production and distribution for the future, 
means restituting to productive activity its ontological primacy , over¬ 
turned and usurped by capital’s forcibly discriminatory form of expropri¬ 
ating appropriation to which we have been accustomed for a very long 
time. But it goes without saying that the institution of a qualitatively dif- 
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ferent exchange relationship, compared to its now dominant form, based 
in the future on the self-managed exchange of activities in a consciously 
planned and coordinated productive and distributive order, requires the 
radical transformation of the alienated property relations into a communal 
type. That is precisely the reason why in the ideologically dominant the¬ 
ories (and mythologies) of the exchange relations even the mention of the 
feasibility of production and societal reproduction on the basis of the 
exchange of activities by the freely associated producers must be avoided 
like plague. 

Nevertheless, the necessity to regulate societal reproduction based on 
the voluntary exchange of activities, in contrast to the authoritarian divi¬ 
sion of labor inseparable from blindly pursued capital-accumulation, 
remains the vital practical imperative of our historical time, no matter 
how sharply it contradicts the apologetic structuralist “schemes of inter¬ 
pretation. For that is the only feasible way of reconstituting the one and 
only historically sustainable relationship between production and human 
need through restoring use-value to its rightful place in the exchange rela¬ 
tionship, on the basis of substantive equality. That is, a genuine socialist 
modality of exchange, freed from the wasteful and destructive domination 
of formally reductive exchange-value and, accordingly, viable both in 
humanity’s reproductive microcosms and on the global scale. 

Naturally, exchange is very far from being identifiable with historically 
much more limited exchange-value. Nor is use-value itself simply iden¬ 
tifiable with “utility” as such. For we know very well that use-value is ne¬ 
cessarily mediated and dominated under the historical conditions of the 
capitalist production order by exchange-value. Indeed, there are some 
extremely perverse forms of “utility” under the circumstances of capital’s 
rule over society, graphically exemplified by the “military/industrial com¬ 
plex” and its infernal war machinery whose “utility” is only destruction, 
in more senses than one. 

However, it is a characteristic feature of the ideological justification of 
the established order to confound utility in general with capital’s fetishis- 
tic imposition of exchange-value over society. This kind of tendentious 
confusion can assume particularly conspicuous forms. In this sense, let us 
take an important example—and in some ways a model of structural func¬ 
tionalism—the most highly revered bourgeois political economist of the 
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twentieth century, John Maynard Keynes. He does not hesitate to idealize 
in the most contradictory fashion a fictitiously projected future social 
reproductive order, and to glorify at the same time the prosaic reality of 
the capitalist mode of production—admitted also by Keynes to be utterly 
prosaic for the rhetorical purposes of the rather dubious “persuasion” 
offered by him. 

To be sure, Keynes knows very well that the real issue at stake is the 
imperative of capital accumulation. Nevertheless, on the one hand he 
insists in his lectures collected in the volume called Essays in 
Persuasion —lectures delivered in the second half of the 1920s—that cap¬ 
ital accumulation is an absolute necessity for societal advancement, and 
in this sense he fallaciously confounds the historically specific expansion 
of capitalist exchange-value with utility in general, projecting in a 
sonorous way that for a hundred years “we must pretend to ourselves and 
to everyone else that fair is foul and foul is fair; for foul is useful and fair 
is not.” 220 At the same time, on the other hand, without envisaging the 
slightest alteration in the dehumanizing reproductive practices of the cap¬ 
ital system, he preaches in the same lecture that in the rhetorically pro¬ 
jected future society: “We shall honour those who can teach us how to 
pluck the hour and the day virtuously and well, the delightful people who 
are capable of taking direct enjoyment in things, the lilies of the field who 
toil not, neither do they spin.” 221 But, of course, he keeps entirely to him¬ 
self the secret of how we are going to get from the existing “usefully foul” 
social reproductive order of necessary capital accumulation to the “virtu¬ 
ously hour and day-plucking” society of the future. Disconcertingly 
though for such Keynesian apologetics, in our days the projected “one 
hundred years” are nearly up, and we are more distant from the spuri¬ 
ously praised goal of “neither toiling nor spinning society” than when it 
was disingenuously acclaimed by him from a safe distance of “one hun¬ 
dred years” in his Essays in Persuasion, with capital-apologetic devotion. 

We find a similarly motivated conflation in the work of John Maynard 
Keynes between what he calls “ useful economic technique” 222 and its nec¬ 
essary social structural setting. Also in this regard, tellingly, the estab¬ 
lished social structure is always taken for granted, and most of the time it 
remains also unmentioned, so that the semblance of idealizable neutrality 
should be conferred upon the socially articulated economic techniques 
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required for maximizing profitability and capital accumulation. However, 
the fact is that the idealized “neutral productive techniques” are always 
deeply embedded in a historically specific social structure of production 
and the corresponding control and execution which, under the struc¬ 
turally entrenched hierarchy of the capital system, necessarily divorce the 
control functions of production from labor, in accordance with the estab¬ 
lished social relations of production as their material ground and state- 
protected legitimacy. “Useful economic technique” taken by itself is, 
therefore, a self-interested fiction, just like the society in which the 
“delightful people toil not, neither do they spin.” 

The revealing conceptual orientation and vital practical premise of 
structual functionalism is precisely this kind of mystifying conflation and 
idealization of determinate socioeconomic techniques and control 
processes as “purely technical” and “purely economic,” and thereby abso- 
lutizable. They are the defining characteristics of the claimed “universally 
valid General Theory” of Talcott Parsons. In addition to that fallacious 
absolutization, such characteristics are coupled in Parsonian theory with a 
pronounced formalist approach to the discussed problems, so as to make 
the presented arbitrary postulates—plucked out of thin air—appear “rigor¬ 
ously scientific” in the absence of any supporting evidence. Thus, com¬ 
pletely ignoring the actual nature of property rights and corresponding 
power relations in American capitalist society, we are told by Parsons that 
“there must be a property system which regulates claims to transferable 
entities , material or immaterial, and thereby secures rights in means of life 
in the facilities which are necessary for the performance offunctions ” 223 
Nothing could be more vague and more blatantly apologetic of the 
established order than this kind of analysis of the actually existing class 
structure and class conflict encountered under the monopolistic concen¬ 
tration of economic and political power in corporate capitalist society. As 
C. Wright Mills rightly stressed in his sharp critique of Talcott Parsons: 

Grand Theory is drunk on syntax, blind to semantics. . . . The Grand 
theorists are so preoccupied by syntactic meanings and so unimaginative 
about semantic references, they are so rigidly confined to such high lev¬ 
els of abstraction that the “typologies” they make up—and the work they 
do to make them up—seem more often an arid game of Concepts than an 
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effort to define systematically—which is to say, in a clear and orderly 

way—the problems at hand, and to guide our efforts to solve them. 224 

The trouble is that in such theories the ideological vested interests 
must prevail at any cost. The vacuous “typologies” propounded by struc¬ 
tural functionalist theory serve precisely the purpose of eternalizing the 
vested interests. 

Causal explanations of the abstractly posited changes are conspicu¬ 
ous by their absence in this kind of theory. We find instead a systematic 
conflation and confusion of the subjective and objective factors as well as 
of the individual and collective spheres of action. And the meaning of it 
all transpires when the American grand theorist authors tell us—without 
even mentioning in their earlier analysis the very real fact of the capital¬ 
ist exploitation of labor (that is, exploitation considered in its unvar¬ 
nished actuality, without the baffling inverted commas)—that the result 
of the “cycle of structural changes” described by them is that the claimed 
“ ‘new economy’ has become independent both of the previous 
‘exploitation of labour’ and the previous ‘capitalistic control.’” 225 This 
happy outcome is supposed to sound very good to everybody. For 
thanks to the curious use of the inverted commas in the quoted lines we 
must be now doubly reassured that the “exploitation of labour” and the 
antagonistically contested “capitalistic control” of the economy never 
really existed and, moreover, that they have now, in virtue of the formal- 
istically postulated “cycle of structural changes,” completely disap¬ 
peared from the (not so new) “new economy.” 

The “structural functionalist” mystifications, in the service of the fic¬ 
tional “new economy,” are designed to divert critical attention from the 
increasingly problematical and globally exploitative nature of monopolis¬ 
tic corporate capitalism. Every social and economic problem—painfully 
affecting the life of countless millions of people—is metamorphosed into 
“neutral functional” categories and pseudo-scientific “typologies,” so as 
to be able to offer the semblance of the right and proper “regulation of the 
claims to transferable entities, material or immaterial, and thereby secure 
rights’’’’ that are required for the (generic) “facilities” of systemic inter¬ 
change and for the (equally generic) “performance of functions.” And this 
is so quite simply because it “functionally must be” so. Consequently we 
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shall live happily ever after in the functionally—and of course also struc¬ 
turally—best of all possible worlds. 

In this typologically embellished world the “secured rights” are 
secured strictly for “transferable entities” only, assigned to the domain of 
utterly fictitious individual “consumer sovereignty,” excluding with the 
firmest possible determination even the most remote feasibility of real 
structural change (i.e. a radical change with regard to the “non-transfer- 
able entities” of the means of production to the class of labor) in the hier¬ 
archically entrenched and state-protected antagonistic structural order. 
And we receive this reassuring wisdom on the authority of ideally compe¬ 
tent “structural functionalism” that—“in the light of recent sociological 
theory,” as they put it—emphatically denies the relevance of “social class 
and class conflict.” For in such theory, even when it projects its fantasy- 
typology about the “cycle of structural changes,” the real structural deter¬ 
minations of the established social and economic order quite simply do 
not exist. Accordingly, all “structural changes” must be confined to the 
well containable “facilities” and “functions” appropriate to the allegedly 
“non-capitalist control” of the established order. 

What is important to bear in mind also in this respect is that the struc¬ 
tural functionalist theoretical obfuscation, and ultimate obliteration, of 
the actually existing structural determinations of capital’s social metabolic 
order is profoundly anti-historical. The fundametal ideological purpose 
of this theory is the eternalization of the capital system often in a fetishis- 
tically camouflaged way, travestied in the form of complicated typologies 
and schematisms depicting invented structures and disembodied func¬ 
tions. But the barefaced social apologetic character of these “grand theo¬ 
ries” is revealed from time to time either directly—as we have seen above 
in the explicit den ial of class conflict and capitalist exploitation by Talcott 
Parsons in actually existing monopoly-capitalist society—or indirectly, in 
his abstract formalist discourse on “transferable entities” and “facilities” 
required for the permanence of the strictly accommodatory “performance 
of functions.” The established— historically produced and historically 
changing —social and economic order of the capital system completely 
disappears thereby from view, so that the danger of any significant change 
in the future should also conveniently disappear with it in an aprioristic 
and irretrievable fashion from the reader’s horizon. 
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The attribution—to eternalized capital—of the “useful economic 
techniques,” as well as of the fetishistically depicted and apologetically 
transfigured structures and functions of societal development, is a self- 
serving and utterly false attribution. For it characteristically ignores the 
historical dimension of these problems. A dimension that happens to be 
seminally important not only for a proper understanding of the nature of 
past developments—including humanity’s tendentiously misrepresented 
but in reality far from linear “general progress,” which is nevertheless very 
real, notwithstanding all kinds of structuralist and post-structuralist anti- 
historical tirades against it—but also of the necessary and feasible task for 
the future. For productive machinery and techniques, in their historically 
unfolding combination with science and human knowledge in general, 
including all of their positive and negative potentialities, did not fall out 
of the sky, as manna from the biblical heaven. They had to be created by— 
and in the course of structurally secured expropriation also alienated for 
a transcendable historical period from—the working subject of history. 
That is, by homo sapiens considered as increasingly more skillful and 
inventive homo faber, and not as mystifyingly depicted modern capital- 
accumulating and profit-maximizing homo economicus. Indeed, they had 
to be created—by the self-mediating human beings in their absolutely 
inescapable productive interaction with nature and among themselves— 
as integral parts of the process of potentially emancipatory development. 
A process dialectically intelligible only on the basis of the objective deter¬ 
minations of progressively expanding human need and creatively “van¬ 
ishing” historical necessity that carries with it humanity’s epochally sus¬ 
tainable transformatory structural advancement. 

To be sure, these transformations are extremely complex and in their 
innermost character up to our own time also very contradictory. For in the 
course of historical development the self-mediating human subject of 
nature and history also imposed upon itself the alienating burden of 
antagonistic —and in many ways destructive—second-order mediations. 
Nevertheless, the actually accomplished societal productive develop¬ 
ments in question, no matter how problematical in some ways, are at the 
same time also vitally important for the present and for a historically sus¬ 
tainable future. They are important in virtue of their objective determina¬ 
tions of controllability, provided that we care about seriously confronting 
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and countering the unavoidable dangers implicit in them, instead of pour¬ 
ing out romantic laments about “humanity being its own worst enemy 
and at the same time the worst enemy of the rest of the creation.” 

In this context it is necessary to focus attention on some lines from 
Marx’s Grundrisse: 

The development of the means of labour into machinery is not an acci¬ 
dental moment of capital, but is rather the historical reshaping of the tra¬ 
ditional, inherited means of labour into a form adequate to capital. The 
accumulation of knowledge and of skill, of the general productive forces of 
the social brain, is thus absorbed into capital, as opposed to labour, and 
hence appears as an attribute of capital, and more specifically of fixed 
capital, in so far as it enters into the production process as a means of 
production proper.. . . Further, in so far as machinery develops with the 
accumulation of society’s science, of productive force generally, general 
social labour presents itself not in labour but in capital. The productive 
force of society is measured in fixed capital, exists there in its objective 
form; and, inversely, the productive force of capital grows with the gen¬ 
eral progress, which capital appropriates without charge , 226 

The entire production process appears as not subsumed under the 
direct skillfulness of the worker, but rather as the technological applica¬ 
tion of science. . . . This elevation of direct labour into social labour 
appears as a reduction of individual labour to the level of helplessness in 
the face of the communality [Gemeinsamkeit] represented by and con¬ 
centrated in capital. 227 

As we can see in these lines from the Grundrisse, the historical 
process of humanity’s advancement and the “accumulation of knowledge 
and of skill”—which is simultaneously the “accumulation of society’s sci¬ 
ence” and the “general productive forces of the social brain”—is a highly 
contradictory process, due to the alienating perversion of the unfolding 
objective relationships. It is both positive, in that we see a general progress 
of society and the enrichment of the “social brain” through the “accumu¬ 
lation of society’s science,” but we must experience at the same time the 
increasing power of the negative dimension, which is in ever greater need 
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of conscious human control in the dangerously unfolding present and the 
future. For in the course of this historical development of human knowl¬ 
edge the potentially all-round positive accomplishment of the general 
productive forces of the social brain is one-sidedly —in an alienated form 
of expropriating appropriation— “absorbed into capital, as opposed to 
labour.” It is thereby put to the service of capital’s potentially most 
destructive and ultimately uncontrollable purposes, ruled by the absolute 
imperative of capital-accumulation whatever might be the consequences. 

By contrast, on the side of labor, the expanding production process 
appears not as subsumed under the direct skillfulness of the worker, but 
rather as the fetishistic “technological application of science ”—taken at 
face value by all capital-apologists—which means simultaneously the 
“reduction of individual labour to the level of helplessness.” Moreover, one 
of the most absurd aspects of this alienated form of development and his¬ 
torical advancement is that the ever greater socialization of the labor 
process assigns to capital the perverted communal dimension 
(Gemeinsamkeit ) of societal reproduction. This is a totally usurpatory 
assignment, sharply contradicted by the innermost nature of capital itself 
which remains always wedded to the self-legitimating control of the 
means of production and asserts its unchallengeable authority to regulate 
the distribution of the products of social labor. And in this antagonistic 
and fundamentally self-contradictory course of development the tradi¬ 
tional means of production are historically reshaped by increasingly more 
socialized labor into a form adequate to capital in the form of machinery, 
science and technology, carrying with them in actuality an ever greater 
domination of labor. 

Obviously, a real understanding of these productive developments is 
impossible without closely relating them to the antagonistic, and ulti¬ 
mately totally untenable, capital-labor relationship in which they are 
deeply embedded. And by implication it is, of course, also painfully clear 
that science and technology must be extricated from this antagonistic 
embeddedness for the sake of making the alternative mode of social meta¬ 
bolic control that we need historically viable. The issue is not social 
embeddedness or not, but what kind of—antagonistically articulated or 
positively enhancing—social embeddedness. It is utterly vacuous to talk 
about “useful economic techniques” without constantly bearing in mind 
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the necessary implications of the inescapable social roots and articulation 
of all technology not only in the past but also in relation to any historically 
sustainable future. For the necessary corollary of the development of 
knowledge and technology, on the ground of the irreversible socialization 
of the labor process, as described in the lines quoted from the Grundrisse, 
is that the perverse antagonistic appropriation of the fruits of the social 
brain by capital must be overcome. And it can be overcome only if the 
communality of production, which is usurped by capital in a fetishistic 
and alienating form, is restituted in a rationally viable way to the social 
labor process itself, assigned to and consciously controlled by social 
labor , 22S in accordance with the positive development and the gratifica¬ 
tion of human need. This is how Marx spells out the necessary corollary in 
question, closely related to the earlier quoted lines, in two important pas¬ 
sages of the Grundrisse: 

In this transformation, it is neither the direct human labour he himself 
performs, nor the time during which he works, but rather the appropria¬ 
tion of his own general productive power, his understanding of nature 
and his mastery over it by virtue of his presence as a social body—it is, in 
a word, the development of the social individual which appears as the 
great foundation-stone of production and of wealth. The theft of alien 
labour time, on which the present wealth is based, appears a miserable 
foundation in face of this new one, created by large-scale industry itself. 

As soon as labour in the direct form has ceased to be the great well-spring 
of wealth, labour time ceases and must cease to be its measure, and hence 
exchange-value must cease to be the measure of use-value. 229 

The growth of the forces of production can no longer be bound up with 
the appropriation of alien labour, but the mass of workers must them¬ 
selves appropriate their own surplus labour. Once they have done so— 
and disposable time thereby ceases to have an antithetical existence— 
then, on one side, necessary labour time will be measured by the needs 
of the social individual, and, on the other, the development of the power 
of social production will grow so rapidly that, even though production is 
now calculated for the wealth of all, disposable time will grow for all. For 
real wealth is the developed productive power of all individuals. The 
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measure of wealth is then not any longer, in any way, labour time, but 

rather disposable time. 230 

In this way Marx forcefully underlines the harmful historical anachro- 
nism of capital’s societal reproductive order that continues to function, in 
an irrationalistic way, on the basis of the “miserable foundation” of the 
“theft of alien labor time,” keeping society in the straitjacket of artificially 
perpetuated but exploitable “necessary labor” measured by, and in sub¬ 
servience to, capital-accumulating exchange-value, instead of being meas¬ 
ured by the needs of the social individual. For capital, because of its inner¬ 
most nature, is totally incapable of setting free the immense productive 
and emancipatory potentialities of disposable time. This is because under 
the rule of capital the social individuals’ progressively developing and 
potentially liberating “surplus labor”— which can be transformed into 
creatively usable disposable time if allowed to grow as it could and 
should—cannot be set free. It must be condemned to an “ antithetical 
existence” in its modality of disposable time on account of the latter’s use¬ 
lessness for exploitative appropriation and corresponding capital-accu¬ 
mulation on the required and feasible scale. For capital the indefinite 
growth of freely disposable time —in contrast to profitably exploitable but 
limited “leisure time”—would be even dangerous, amounting to social 
dynamite , since it could not offer for the social individuals any meaning¬ 
ful allocation for their freely expanding disposable time within the con¬ 
fines of the established mode of societal reproduction. Accordingly, capi¬ 
tal cannot possibly switch from the fetishistic tyranny of exchange-value 
to the consciously regulated production of use-value in the service of 
human need. That kind of switch would be feasible only on the basis of 
the full development of disposable time, which directly contradicts capi¬ 
tal’s now utterly dangerous historical anachronism as an increasingly 
wasteful, and at the same time callously inhuman—because need-deny- 
ing—productive system. 

However, this is a necessary systemic/structural failure and therefore 
nothing can be done to remedy it within the framework of the capital sys¬ 
tem itself. It must remain the painful truth under the conditions of our 
societal development, despite the already attained positive potentialities 
of science and human knowledge in general. This structurally constrain- 
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ing condition (and contradiction) is insuperable under the circumstances 
when labor time, rather sooner than later, must cease to be the alienating 
measure of social wealth, and hence exchange-value must cease to be the 
crippling and nature-destructive measure of admissible use-value. For the 
new historical imperative, in place of the ever more destructive and irra¬ 
tional imperative of parasitic capital-accumulation, is that the workers 
must themselves appropriate their own surplus labor, in order to set free 
for themselves and for society as a whole the creative and emancipatory 
potentialities of disposable time. And that requires a radically different— 
communal—mode of social metabolic control. For unless the producing 
social individuals can appropriate their own surplus labor, there can be 
no chance of releasing from its fetters their own potential disposable time, 
which can conceivably become disposable only if their real owners are 
capable of freely disposing of it. And that inevitably raises the question of 
who allocates the potentialities of disposable time, and for what purposes 
can the planned allocation be brought in a sustainable relationship with 
the producers of disposable time in a positive way. For capital knows only 
one practicable purpose of “resource allocation ,” 231 the profit-maximiz¬ 
ing process of capital-accumulation. Only the producers of creatively 
expandable disposable time are capable of consciously allocating the 
great potentiality of such time for their own freely chosen emancipatory 
purposes. Otherwise they could have no interest whatsoever in creating it, 
nor could they be forced to produce it, since its production requires the 
free deliberations of the social individuals themselves, its potential cre¬ 
ators. Moreover, without this condition the very idea of producing dis¬ 
posable time would be totally irrational in that there could be no outlet for 
its allocation and “realization” within the systemic coniines of capital’s 
social order. In other words, disposable time, in the real— all-round 
emancipatory —sense of its meaning, can only come into existence 
through its unhindered full-scale production by the self-mediating social 
individuals who consciously create it within a qualitatively different struc¬ 
tural framework of social metabolic reproduction. That is the only way to 
overcome its now absurdly straitjacketed “antithetical existence,” con¬ 
fined to the “miserable” setting of profitably exploited and alienating 
“labor time” exposed by Marx. In this vital sense, Marx directly counters 
and devastatingly demolishes the traditional labor theory of value. 
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This is how Marx actually analyzes in all of his major works the 
unfolding historical process of societal reproduction, in conjunction with 
the development of society’s knowledge and the corresponding impact of 
science and technology on the labor process itself. However, we find in 
the writings of the various capital-apologists a caricaturistic misrepresen¬ 
tation of his complex dialectical and profoundly historical approach. 
Thus, when Marx clearly stresses, as we have seen, the historical anachro¬ 
nism of capital’s continued reliance on the “theft of alien labor time,” 
made necessary for the sake of the profitable exploitation of “necessary 
labor,” and he points out the dangerous implications of this historical 
anachronism—of which we see in our own time a most graphic example 
in the potentially all-destructive exploitation of science and technology by 
the military-industrial complex for its own purposes of fraudulent profit 
maximization—Habermas glorifies the fashionable and allegedly all¬ 
round beneficial so-called “trickle-down effect” of this destructive 
process, in his opportunistic eagerness to refute Marx. He writes, as if 
Marx had never even heard of science and technology, that under 
advanced, organized capitalism “industrial research has been linked up 
with research under government contract, which primarily promotes sci¬ 
entific and technical progress in the military sector. From there informa¬ 
tion flows back into the sectors of civilian production. Thus technology 
and science become a leading productive force, rendering inoperative the 
conditions for Marx’s labor theory of value. It is no longer meaningful to 
calculate the amount of capital investment in research and development 
on the basis of the value of unskilled (simple) labor power, when scien¬ 
tific-technical progress has become an independent source of surplus 
value, in relation to which the only source of surplus value considered by 
Marx, namely the labor power of the immediate producers, plays an ever 
smaller role .” 232 Not surprisingly therefore Habermas, following his own 
fantasies, also apologetically asserts on the same arbitrary ground the fic¬ 
tional “scientization of technology ™ 33 when in reality we are condemned 
to suffer the harmful consequences of the exact opposite: the wasteful and 
dangerous technologization of science against which the scientists who 
maintain a strong sense of their social responsibility continue to protest. 

Naturally, it is a completely grotesque idea that science and techno- 
logy—under the conditions of “advanced organized capitalism” revered 
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by Habermas—are an “independent leading productive force” and 
thereby a socially neutral “independent source of surplus value.” Given 
their deep-seated embeddedness in the established structural determina¬ 
tions of the social order, they are not more independent of their capitalist 
integument than Habermas himself is of serving the vested interests of 
capital-apologetics. The structural framework determined in any con¬ 
ceivable historical epoch by the forces and the relations of production, 
including any historically sustainable socialist society of the future, can be 
ignored or bypassed only by the worst kind of social apologetics. It is well 
understandable, therefore, that Habermas also wants to get rid of these 
vitally important categories of social being in his self-acclaimed superses¬ 
sion of Marx. Accordingly, he declares that “the category framework 
developed by Marx in the basic assumptions of historical materialism 
requires a new formulation. The model of forces of production and rela¬ 
tions of production would have to be replaced by the more abstract one of 
work and interaction .” 234 The trouble is, though, that this “new formula¬ 
tion of historical materialism”—which is neither historical nor in the least 
materialist—consisting in the introduction of the undoubtedly “more 
abstract,” Parsonian type and hopelessly vague categorial pair, as advo¬ 
cated by Habermas, renders the whole enterprise of social and economic 
analysis useful only for the ideological purposes of conceptual obfusca¬ 
tion and mystification. 

In truth, the realities behind the much abused notion of “useful eco¬ 
nomic techniques,” as well as the apologetically posited concepts of “sci¬ 
ence and machinery,” are not disembodied entities, manipulable at pleas¬ 
ure in terms of anti-historically projected “functions” and fictitious 
“structural changes,” as treated by Talcott Parsons and his epigones. 
They are historically produced and historically evolving 
Daseinsformen —i.e. forms of being—which under the conditions of our 
own societal reproductive existence are not simply socially embedded but 
unsustainably embedded in an antagonistic social metabolic system of sec¬ 
ond-order mediations. In other words, under the present circumstances 
they are intelligible only in relation to a specific type of social structure 
and its corresponding dynamic historical determinations, together with 
their rival social agencies, which actually represent objective hegemonic 
alternatives of social metabolic reproduction. It is because of the objec- 
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tive ground of their social and historical determinations that these rival 
hegemonic alternatives cannot be conveniently reduced to the abstract 
categorial schemes of “structural functionalism,” and its aprioristic claims 
to timeless validity. 

If structural functionalism presents its wisdom in the form of the 
claimed universally valid abstract postulates of Parsonian Grand theory, 
the programmatic claim to originality by “post-modernity ,” as spelled out 
by Jean-Framjois Lyotard—once an adherent of the French left political 
group promoting the magazine Socialisme ou Barbarie —is that it aban¬ 
dons “grand narratives” in favor of “ little narratives” {“petit recits”). 

On the face of it, this is a big difference. But it stops at the level of a 
verbal contrast. For the substantive common denominator of the two 
approaches is their defense of the capital system. They share the theoret¬ 
ical justification of a political stance which is willing to grant the need for 
“little changes,” just like the Popperian advocacy of “little by little,” so 
long as such changes can be safely accommodated within the overall 
framework of the established structural order. For any idea of changing 
the socioeconomic structure itself— and God forbid advocate the idea that 
such change should be accomplished in an emancipatory way—would 
have to be peremptorily condemned by “postmodernity” as an inadmis¬ 
sible “grand narrative.” 

According to Lyotard the “modern” is making “an explicit appeal to 
some grand narrrative, such as the dialectics of Spirit, the hermeneutics 
of meaning, the emancipation of the rational or working subject, or the 
creation of wealth .” 235 By contrast to the grand narratives, to be con¬ 
demned, Lyotard enthusiastically declares that “the little narrative [petit 
recit\ remains the quintessential form of imaginative invention .” 236 
However, if people try to find out what might qualify for the exalted sta¬ 
tus of the “postmodern” condition, they are bound to be disappointed. 
For they receive only answers bordering on sophistry, like this: “What, 
then, is the postmodern? It is undoubtedly a part of the modern. ... A 
work can become modern only if it is first postmodern. Postmodernism 
thus understood is not modernism at its end but in the nascent state, and 
this state is constant .” 237 

The totally anti-historical skepticism at the roots of this “postmod¬ 
ern” approach—which wants to retain the existing societal order as the 


STRUCTURE AND HISTORY 


429 


overall framework of social metabolic reproduction even when it allows 
you to take delight in the “quintessential form of imaginative invention” 
projected in the form of the little changes of its “little narratives”— 
becomes clearer from another text in which Lyotard tells us: 

The thought and action of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries are gov¬ 
erned by an Idea (I am using Idea in its Kantian sense). That idea is the 
idea of emancipation. What we call philosophies of history, the great nar¬ 
ratives by means of which we attempt to order the multitude of events, cer¬ 
tainly argue this idea in very different ways: a Christian narrative in which 
Adam’s sin is redeemed through love; the Aufkldrer narrative of emanci¬ 
pation from ignorance and servitude thanks to knowledge and egalitarian¬ 
ism; the speculative narrative of the realization of the universal idea 
through the dialectic of the concrete; the Marxist narrative of emancipa¬ 
tion from exploitation and alienation through the socialization of labour; 
the capitalist narrative of emancipation from poverty through technical 
and industrial development. . . . No matter which genre it makes hege¬ 
monic, the very basis of each of the great narratives of emancipation has, 
so to speak, been invalidated over the last fifty years.... The great narra¬ 
tives are now barely credible. And it is therefore tempting to lend credence 
to the great narrative of the decline of great narratives. But, as we know, the 
great narrative of decadence is there in the very beginnings of Western 
thought, in Hesiod and Plato. It dogs the narrative of emancipation like a 
shadow. And so nothing has changed, except that greater strength and 
competence are required if we are to face up to our current tasks . 238 

Thus, the “postmodern idea,” firmly rejecting the “great narratives of 
emancipation,” is supposed to have been always there, from the “very 
beginning of Western thought So that the “postmodern” is not only prior 
to the “modern” but also co-extensive with the ancient. The only ques¬ 
tion that remains to be answered, then, is how we are supposed to “face 
up to our current tasks” with “greater strength and competence.” 

On this subject the deeply disenchanted former leftist Lyotard’s 
answers are no less baffling and confusing than his diagnosis of the histor¬ 
ical situation and of its conceptualizations, past, present, and future. 
Above all, to be sure, of the present and the future. For in the real world 
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not everybody had abandoned the castigated idea of emancipation “in the 
last fifty years,” nor are they likely to do so in the future. What is, then, the 
“competent” alternative proposed by postmodernity? 

Lyotard offers as his model for action the “language games,” com¬ 
bined with locally accessible computerization, and he adds: “The line to 
follow for computerization ... is, in principle, quite simple; give the pub- 
lic free access to the memory and data banks. Language games would then 
be games of perfect information at any given moment.” 239 And he also 
specifies “the principle that any consensus on the rules defining a game 
and the ‘moves’ playable within it must be local, in other words, agreed on 
by its present players and subject to eventual cancellation. The orienta¬ 
tion then favours a multiplicity of finite meta-arguments, by which I mean 
argumentation that concerns metaprescriptives and is limited in space and 
time.” 240 And Lyotard’s idealized example is this: 

The municipality of Yverdon (Canton of Vaud), having voted to buy a 
computer (operational in 1981), enacted a certain number of rules: 
exclusive authority of the municipal council to decide which data are col¬ 
lected, to whom and under what conditions they are communicated; 
access for all citizens to all data (on payment); the right of every citizen to 
see the entries on his file (about 50), to correct them and address a com¬ 
plaint about them to the municipal council and if need be the Council of 
State; the right of all citizens to know (on request) which data concern¬ 
ing them is communicated and to whom. 241 

As an English adage puts it: “Mountains are in labor and a mouse is 
born.” For what is missing here, as everywhere else in the “postmodern 
narratives,” is any awareness of the forbidding difficulties and massive 
impediments involved in transforming into a general social practice the 
necessary control over the destructive antagonisms of the capital system. 
That would require a control extended not only over the jealously 
guarded secrets of the capitalist state itself but also over the state-legiti¬ 
mated “trade secrets” of the all-powerful transnational corporations that 
are structurally combined with the military-industrial complex. 

The postmodern defense of the existent, in its disenchanted tirades 
against the idea of emancipation in general, and against “the emancipation 
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of the working subject” 242 in particular, excludes even the most remote 
possibility of raising questions over fundamental determinations of the 
established order, as “invalidated narratives.” It prefers to submit itself to 
the far from simply “local” structural imperatives and deeply entrenched, 
globally exploitative vested interests of capital’s mode of social metabolic 
control as a whole, offering as its own “competent” partial correctives only 
what can be readily absorbed by the self-legitimatory needs of the overall 
structural framework. The advocacy of “postmodernity” posits the 
requirement of “strength and competence” for facing up to the “current 
tasks.” However, its accommodatory localism constitutes a far cry from the 
idealized condition of the “games of perfect information.” Fittingly, the 
concluding sentence of Lyotard’s Postmodern Condition offers to the 
reader resounding rhetorics only. These are Lyotard’s final words: “Let us 
wage a war on totality; let us be witnesses to the unpresentable; let us acti¬ 
vate the differences and save the honour of the name.” 243 


6.5 The Law of Uneven Development and the Role 
of Scarcity in Historical Conceptions 

Two major problems of historical development must be considered here, 
however briefly, before we can move on to the final section of this chapter. 
First, the law of uneven development in the course of historical transfor¬ 
mations; and second, the nature of scarcity and the prospects of overcom¬ 
ing its destructive dimension in the future. 

For understandable political reasons, in the twentieth century the 
question of uneven development was primarily debated in the context of 
Kautsky’s (and of his direct or indirect adherents’) accommodatory—and 
in theoretical terms shallower than skin-deep—projection of “ultra-impe¬ 
rialism,” and Lenin’s forceful rejection of it. 244 The recent varieties of the 
same idea of “ultra-imperialism,” under whatever fanciful name, are no 
less shallow, as well as totally capitulatory to the pseudo-democratic self- 
legitimatory claims of U. S. imperialism, even when dressed up in left¬ 
sounding verbiage. The proposition that a societal reproductive system— 
whose constitutive parts are antagonistic to the core—should be able to 
overcome its objective material contradictions through a “globalized” 
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state system, under the permanent domination of the most powerful of 
them, called “Empire” or whatever else, is too absurd to be taken seri¬ 
ously even for a moment. Only the wishful projection of some apologetic 
vested interests, cynically promoted by the propaganda organs of the 
established order, can create the semblance of its possibility; and even 
that only by disregarding the grave evidence to the contrary, including the 
pursuit of devastating and historically unsustainable wars. 

In any case, it must be also underscored that the law of uneven deve¬ 
lopment across humanity’s history asserts itself over a much broader 
range of problems than the question of changing power relations among 
the major capitalist states arising from the determinations of their antago¬ 
nistic social order in the age of imperialism. This must be kept in mind 
irrespective of how vitally important it is for us to confront—in the inter¬ 
est of humanity’s survival—the issue of the potentially all-destructive aspi¬ 
rations of the now most powerful imperialist state for global domination 
in our time. 

In addition to the necessarily changing power relations, the law of 
uneven development in history embraces the complex interchange bet¬ 
ween the material basis of society and its superstructure. This relation¬ 
ship includes the dialectical reciprocity between the level of material 
productive development attained at any given period of history and the 
various art forms. 

The connection between material determinations and the various arts 
should not be treated in the form of some kind of “one-to-one cor¬ 
respondence” conceptualized through a mechanistic reduction. And that 
is by no means the end of the story. For another important aspect of this 
complex interrelationship between the historically given material founda¬ 
tion and the superstructure is the paradoxical unevenness that can be 
found between some vital legal conceptualizations and corresponding 
codes of regulatory practice on the one hand, and the general degree of 
development of a particular society. 

Marx made it very clear that in the materialist conception of history all 
these issues must be taken on board in their full complexity. He insisted 
that we must account in dialectical terms for “The uneven development of 
material production relative to e.g. artistic development. In general, the 
concept of progress not to be conceived in the usual abstractness. Modern 
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art etc. This disproportion not as important or so difficult to grasp as 
within practical-social relations themselves. E.g. the relation of education. 
Relation of the United States to Europe. But the really difficult point to 
discuss here is how relations of production develop unevenly as legal rela¬ 
tions. Thus e.g. the relation of Roman private law (this less the case with 
criminal and public law) to modern production.” 245 

In this important sense, what we are concerned with is nothing less 
than the dialectical validity—or mechanistic/reductive failure—of a general 
historical conception that claims to offer a coherent and sustainable over¬ 
all picture of societal transformations, in contrast to any abstract and arbi¬ 
trary projection of historical development as straightforward “progress.” 
And, of course, the aspiration by an all-embracing historical theory to 
grasp the societal interchanges in their full complexity is very far from 
being simply a question of theoretical accuracy. For a mechanistic/re¬ 
ductive approach carries with it important practical implications and con¬ 
sequences for the elaboration of the socialist transformatory strategies 
which may or may not be feasible within its general framework. 

Obviously, in this regard the problem is that social transformatory 
strategies—representing the corollary of the Marxian historical concep¬ 
tion and of its orienting principle spelled out by him as the necessary 
unity of theory and practice—cannot succeed by positing voluntaristic 
projections in place of laboriously overcoming, by the adoption of the 
measures appropriate to the situation, the difficulties and contradictions 
inevitably associated with the dialectical intricacies of objective structural 
relationships. 

It is much more than a coincidence that Marx is discussing the ques¬ 
tion of understanding uneven development in the same context in which 
he puts into relief the importance of making the materialist conception of 
history truly dialectical. First, he firmly rejects the “accusations about the 
materialism of this conception,” stressing the validity of the proper mate¬ 
rialist approach by contrasting it with “naturalistic materialism.” And 
then, as a matter of clarification he adds the necessary defining character¬ 
istic of the type of materialist conception advocated by him: “Dialectic of 
the concepts of productive force (means of production) and relations of 
production, a dialectic whose boundaries are to be determined, and 
which does not suspend the real difference.” The earlier quoted words on 
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“the uneven development of material production relative to e.g. artistic 
development” 246 immediately follow the last sentence, concerned with the 
vital necessity of always observing the dialectical nature of the problems 
to be assessed. Accordingly, giving its proper weight to the difficult and at 
times even contradictory questions of uneven development must be in 
Marx’s view an integral part of a dialectical conception of history. 

The assessment of the various art forms in relation to their material 
setting across history is all too easily vulgarizable, not only with artisti¬ 
cally but also politically most damaging consequences, as amply proved 
by the Stalinist historical experience. 247 Marx’s qualifications in this 
regard are relevant both for general methodological and for practical rea¬ 
sons. His comments on the issue read as follows: 

In the case of the arts, it is well known that certain periods of their flow¬ 
ering are out of all proportion to the general development of society, 
hence also to the material foundation, the skeletal structure as it were, of 
its organization. For example, the Greeks compared to the moderns or 
also Shakespeare. It is even recognized that certain forms of art, e.g. the 
epic, can no longer be produced in their world epoch-making, classical 
stature as soon as the production of art, as such, begins; that is, that cer¬ 
tain significant forms within the realm of the arts are possible only at an 
undeveloped stage of artistic development. If this is the case with the rela¬ 
tion between different kinds of art within the realm of the arts, it is already 
less puzzling that it is the case in the relation of the entire realm to the 
general development of society. The difficulty consists only in the general 
formulation of these contradictions. As soon as they have been specified, 
they are already clarified. 

Let us take e.g. the relation of Greek art. .. to the present time. It is 
well known that Greek mythology is not only the arsenal of Greek art hut 
also its foundation. Is the view of nature and of social relations on which 
the Greek imagination and hence Greek [mythology] is based possible 
with self-acting mule spindles and railways and locomotives and electri¬ 
cal telegraphs? What chance has Vulcan against Roberts & Co., Jupiter 
against the lightning-rod and Hermes against the Credit Mobilier? All 
mythology overcomes and dominates and shapes the forces of nature in 
the imagination and by the imagination; it therefore vanishes with the 
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advent of real mastery over them. What becomes of Fama alongside 
Printing House Square? Greek art presupposes Greek mythology, i.e. 
nature and the social forms already reworked in an unconsciously artis¬ 
tic way by the popular imagination. This is its material. . . . Egyptian 
mythology could never have been the foundation or the womb of Greek 
art. But, in any case, a mythology. Hence in no way a social development 
which excludes all mythological, all mythologizing relations to nature; 
which therefore demands of the artist an imagination not dependent on 
mythology. 

... But the difficulty lies not in understanding that the Greek arts and 
epic are bound up with certain forms of social development. The diffi¬ 
culty is that they still afford us artistic pleasure and that in a certain 
respect they count as a norm and as an unattainable model. 248 

As we can see, the problems discussed here by Marx have a funda¬ 
mental methodological importance alongside their major practical impli¬ 
cations. As in the last paragraph quoted above, it represents a real chal¬ 
lenge for the elaboration of a coherent aesthetic conception. A dialectical 
conception that must be able to elucidate both the relevance of the spe¬ 
cific historical conditions under which the major works of art in question 
are created, and at the same time also explain their enduring ability to 
stimulate the artistic sensitivity of the people who continue to enjoy the 
human experiences conveyed in them—by drawing the audience into the 
depicted world through their persistent captivating power—even from 
the historical distance of thousands of years. 

With regard to the earlier mentioned unevenness of legal conceptual¬ 
izations and codes of practice in the course of historical development, 
Marx’s revealing example is the paradoxical anticipatory character of 
Roman law. For, somewhat astonishingly, Roman law produces the 
“juridical person” which can reach its full realization only under the con¬ 
ditions of capitalism. In this respect Marx points out: 

In Roman law, the scttw 249 is correctly defined as one who may not enter 
into exchange for the purpose of acquiring anything for himself. It is, 
consequently, equally clear that although this legal system corresponds to 
a social state in which exchange was by no means developed, neverthe- 
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less, in so far as it was developed in a limited sphere, it was able to 
develop the attributes of the juridical person, precisely of the individual 
engaged in exchange, and thus anticipate (in its basic aspects) the legal 
relations of industrial society, and in particular the right which rising 
bourgeois society had necessarily to assert against medieval society. But 
the development of this right itself coincides completely with the disso¬ 
lution of the Roman community. 250 

Thus we can see here a double paradox. For the early determination 
of the juridical person, without an appropriate material ground corre¬ 
sponding to its potential full development, is undoubtedly a most signifi¬ 
cant anticipation in its own terms of reference, within the realm of the law. 
At the same time, however, in the sense of the second, superseding para¬ 
dox, the proper material articulation of the conditions for the general dif¬ 
fusion of the juridical person, carries with it the total dissolution of the 
type of societal relationships under which the original juridical anticipa¬ 
tion was conceivable in the first place. 

The discussion of the far-reaching ramifications and implications of 
the potential unevenness between the material development of society 
and the various legal conceptualizations and codes of practice does not 
belong here. Such problems can be properly explored only within the 
framework of a coherent theory of the state. 

What is important to stress here, nevertheless, is that in terms of the 
Marxian conception an abstract reductive approach—not to mention a 
self-legitimatory type that voluntaristically postulates the equivalence 
between the dominant material determinations and the adopted legal reg¬ 
ulatory framework—is completely out of the question. Accordingly, one 
cannot stress too strongly also in this respect the theoretical and practical 
importance of the law of uneven development which calls—in Marx’s 
explicit words, as we have seen above—for a consistently dialectical analy¬ 
sis of these problems. 

The first time the question of uneven development was raised by 
Marx in relation to the prospects of a socialist revolutionary explosion 
was in the first part of The German Ideology, in 1845. It appeared there 
with reference to the feasibility of dramatic social changes taking place in 
a capitalistically underdeveloped country, 251 as a result of the contradic- 
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tions of uneven development in a globally ever more closely intercon¬ 
nected system. 

Talking about the historical maturation of the contradiction between 
the productive forces and the forms of social intercourse Marx under¬ 
scored that “to lead to collision in a country, this contradiction need not 
necessarily have reached its extreme limit in that particular country. The 
competition with industrially more advanced countries, brought about by 
the expansion of international intercourse, is sufficient to produce a sim¬ 
ilar contradiction in countries with a less advanced industry (e.g. the 
latent proletariat in Germany brought into more prominence by the com¬ 
petition of English industry).” 252 This is so because the less-developed 
countries are inevitably “swept by world intercourse into the universal 
competitive struggle.” 253 

Naturally, we are talking here about a historically most advanced stage 
of material productive development that dynamically extends not only 
over the various districts and regions of a particular country but over 
increasing areas of the world, and ultimately over the whole of the planet. 
Even regarding any particular country, this type of -large-scale indus¬ 
trial —development cannot possibly be uniform. As Marx rightly 
stressed: “It is evident that large-scale industry does not reach the same 
level of development in all districts of a country.” 254 

Consequently, if this happens to be the case with the material produc¬ 
tive changes of any particular country exposed to large-scale industrial 
transformation, no matter how favored that country might be under a 
determinate set of circumstances, how could development in general be 
uniform over the whole of the planet? This must be particularly under¬ 
lined in the case of the antagonistically structured capitalist system in 
which the “macrocosm” of the societal reproductive order as a whole is 
made up of centrifugally driven “microcosms.” 

It is well known that in every single capitalist country, irrespective of 
how privileged and even militarily/imperialistically prominent it might be 
or have been at a certain period of its history in the global pecking order 
of capital, as for instance Great Britain for centuries, there are zones of the 
country in question that are “underdeveloped ” in comparison to others. 
The “North/South divide” is observable in this more limited sense in 
every single country, even if, to be sure, in rather different ways in the 
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privileged ones in comparison to the former colonially dominated parts of 
the world. For the plight of the latter may be perpetuated for some con¬ 
siderable time under new forms of “neo-colonial” etc. domination and 
corresponding “developmental aid.” 

Moreover, the law of uneven development cannot be wished out of 
existence in the future. It is bound to remain in force—although with 
qualitatively changing potential impact and significance—even under the 
conditions of a genuine socialist order in a globally interchanging world. 
That is, in a globally integrated and developing socialist order that would 
be expected to function on the basis of the voluntary determinations of 
their societal reproductive activity by the freely associated social individ¬ 
uals. To postulate the uniformity of development under such conditions of 
existence would be a most absurd contradiction in terms. For uneven 
development in an inescapable global order, in conjunction with produc¬ 
tive determinations consciously planned and carried out by the social 
individuals, is well capable of being conducive to positive advancement. 
Naturally, what decides the issue in this respect is the adopted modality 
of social metabolic reproduction. 

The real concern for socialists—far from the desire of chasing an arbi¬ 
trarily postulated and self-contradictory uniformity of development—is 
that the law of uneven development in an inescapably intertwined world 
should not impose its power in a blind and destructive way, as it does 
under the rule of capital’s antagonistic second-order mediations, when it 
must prevail at all cost behind the back of the individuals. Thus the real 
problem for any feasible future socialist order is not a fictitious “aboli¬ 
tion” of the law of uneven development—which is inconceivable for a 
variety of reasons in a globally integrated reproductive order—but the 
conscious cooperative way of redressing its potential negative impact, 
wherever and to whatever extent such impact might arise. After all, the 
vital defining characteristic of a non-antagonistic mode of social meta¬ 
bolic control—one operated by the social individuals through a conscious 
way of mediating their relations among themselves and to nature, in con¬ 
trast to capital’s fetishistic imperatives imposed on them behind their 
back—is that the members of society are capable of critically planning and 
self-critically reassessing their actions, so as to rectify thereby the negative 
consequences in the spirit of solidarity. In the capital system, by contrast, 
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uneven development can run riot because the causal determinations must 
be taken for granted as unalterable. Only some of their manifestations and 
consequences are accessible to corrective action, provided that they are 
inanipulable on the ground of the eternalized causal imperatives. 

The destructiveness of the law of uneven development under the cap¬ 
ital system—with worsening implications and results parallel to its global 
encroachment on all aspects of life, including nature, belying the absurd¬ 
ity of endlessly propagandized happy “globalization”—is due to a three¬ 
fold rejection of control. This fateful rejection of effective control of the 
unfolding societal reproductive processes is an objective condition which 
always remains insuperable within the framework of capital’s systemic 
determinations. 

The threefold rejection of rationally planned and critically reassessed 
control in question, due to the capital system’s unalterable practical 
premises, assumes the form of three fundamental contradictions: 

1. between the productive activity engaged in by the working class of 
society and the structurally preexistent systemic orders hierarchically 
superimposed by the personifications of capital on the labor force 
deprived of the means of production, oriented by the necessary 
expansionary production targets of the established social metabolic 
order; 

2. between production and consumption , in actuality firmly determined 
by the fetishistic dominance of production over consumption, irre¬ 
spective of how much consumption may be idealized, as a wishful 
postulate, even by the greatest figures of classical political economy; 

3. between production and circulation, due to positing circulation on the 
ground of the ultimately all-destructive absolutized imperative of 
unlimitable capital-expansion and accumulation at all cost, and interi- 
orized in this ultimate unsustainability by the willing personifications 
of capital. 

In view of these systemically incorrigible contradictions the possibility 
of corrective intervention even against the potentially most negative impact 
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of uneven development in the natural world—not only in terms of the 
direct damage inflicted upon the natural environment: the necessary sub¬ 
stratum of human existence itself, but also regarding the irresponsible 
exhaustion of the planet’s strategically vital material resources in the longer 
term—cannot be seriously considered for a moment, let alone effectively 
instituted. The eternalization of unlimitable capital-expansion, subjec¬ 
tively interiorized—but structurally necessary—by capital’s personifica¬ 
tions, nullifies all rational assessment of the actually existing limits. The 
law of uneven development through which a weaker power can set free and 
maximize its dynamic inner potentialities—through which it can tem¬ 
porarily emerge even as the dominant “superpower” of the world—irre¬ 
spective of its impact in due course on the overall power relations of the 
global capital system, is a significant contributory factor in this respect. 
Dangerously, however, this aspect of the law of uneven development car¬ 
ries with it also great temptations for the pursuit of the most adventurist 
policies for permanent world domination, as highlighted by two world 
wars in the twentieth century and the continuing wars of the present. 255 

Another major problem is that the systemic requirements of capital’s 
mode of social metabolic reproduction must be always idealized, no mat¬ 
ter how strongly they are contradicted by the unfolding, and by no means 
uniform, determinations and changing power relations. The idealization 
of consumption, for instance, which is supposed to justify by definition 
almost anything—fully in tune with the imperatives of endless capital- 
accumulation—must prevail not only in the period of the capital system’s 
decline but already at the ascending phase of capital’s historical develop¬ 
ment. And this must be so even in the case of the greatest intellectual rep¬ 
resentatives of this societal reproductive order. Thus we are peremptorily 
told by Adam Smith: 

Consumption is the sole end and purpose of all production; and the inter¬ 
est of the producer ought to be attended to only so far as it may be nec¬ 
essary for promoting that of the consumer. The maxim is so perfectly self- 
evident that it would be absurd to attempt to prove it. 256 

The sobering but rather uncomfortable truth of the matter, making a 
real mockery of Adam Smith’s “perfectly self-evident maxim f is that even 
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the most wasteful practice of state legitimated production—as we experi¬ 
ence it in the form of the astronomical magn itudes of material and human 
resources put at the disposal of the military-industrial complex for the 
purpose of its war-machinery—can ruthlessly dominate idealized con¬ 
sumption in the interest of perversely destructive (yet in terms of the uni¬ 
versally diffused systemic fiction supposedly “positive consumptive”) 
capital-expansion and accumulation. For in actuality, “the expansion of 
money, which is the objective basis or mainspring of the circulation, 
becomes [the capitalist’s] subjective aim, and it is only in so far as the 
appropriation of ever more and more wealth in the abstract becomes the 
sole motive of his operations, that he functions as a capitalist, that is, as 
capital personified and endowed with consciousness and a will. Use-val¬ 
ues must therefore never be looked upon as the real aim of the capitalist; 
neither must the profit on any single transaction. The restless never end¬ 
ing process of profit-making alone is what he aims at.” 257 

The insuperable uncontrollability of the capital system by human 
beings is in a curious way even admitted by the great Scottish political 
economist when he writes that the capitalist is “led by an invisible hand to 
promote an end which was no part of his intention. ” 258 The mysterious 
supra-human “invisible hand” is supposed to benevolently accomplish 
what the individuals themselves are acknowledged to be quite incapable 
of doing. Moreover, we can find in the same work, The Wealth of Nations, 
even the most astonishing admission that the supra-human invisible hand 
might not be, after all, always so benevolent or capable as it is supposed 
to be, indicating thereby the greatest possible trouble for the future, 
which happens to be our present prophetically envisaged by Adam 
Smith. In this sense he asserted in The Wealth of Nations: 

The progress of the enormous debt which at present oppress, and will in 

the long run probably ruin, all the great nations of Europe, has been 

pretty uniform. 259 

However, such profoundly original visionary insights could not be 
carried one single step further by Adam Smith. For the required critical 
reflection on the likely causes and modalities of the calamitous “long run 
ruin of all the great nations of Europe,” manifest not in the form of a bio- 
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logical plague but an economic one, arising from the uncontrollable debt¬ 
generating determinations of the necessarily expansionary capital system, 
would directly contradict another—and an even more fundamental— 
“perfectly self-evident maxim” professed by this great figure of the 
Scottish Enlightenment. Namely, that capital’s mode of societal reproduc¬ 
tion is the “natural system of perfect liberty and justice.” 

Ironically, the widespread idealization of the established reproductive 
order as a “natural system” takes care of everything, even of the problem 
of potentially most destructive scarcity , when scarcity is acknowledged as 
part of the overall scheme of difficult but workable solutions. For once the 
supreme authority of nature itself is postulated 260 by the ideological 
representatives of the bourgeoisie as an integral part of the universal 
explanatory framework and justification of the given relations and 
processes, even what might appear at first sight as a major contradiction 
can be readily spirited away. 

In this sense, the liberal theory of the state was founded on the self- 
proclaimed contradiction between the assumed total harmony of ends — 
the ends posited to be necessarily desired by all individuals in virtue of 
their “human nature ”—and the total anarchy of means. And the anarchy 
of means conceptualized in this way was the allegedly insurmountable 
scarcity of goods and resources that must induce the human individuals 
to struggle, and ultimately to destroy each other, unless they succeed in 
establishing over above themselves a superior authority, in the form of the 
bourgeois state, as the permanent restraining force of their individualistic 
belligerence. Thus the state was invented for the alleged purpose of 
“turning anarchy into harmony.” That is, to dedicate itself to the univer¬ 
sally commendable task of harmonizing the nature-determined anarchy of 
means with the wishfully postulated—and equally nature-determined— 
harmony of ends by reconciling the violent antagonism between these two 
natural factors: unalterable “human nature” and forever dominating 
material scarcity. And, of course, this reconciliation was asserted in the 
form of the absolute permanence of the state’s externally imposed politi¬ 
cal power over the individuals. 

To be sure, if the factors highlighted in this way were really the unal¬ 
terable forces of nature, and consequently they could not be controlled in 
any other way than by an external supra-individual political authority 
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superimposed on die individuals constituted by nature itself as antagonis¬ 
tically confronting and destroying one another as warring individuals, in 
that case the corrective state authority, in its capacity of making harmoniz- 
able societal interchanges feasible at all, would have its permanent legiti¬ 
macy. In that case the Hegelian idealist version of this state ideology— 
according to which the Absolute Spirit’s originally hidden design, estab¬ 
lishing the state as the only feasible supersession of the contradictions of 
conflicting genus-individuals in “civil society,” and in this capacity the 
state being both “Spirit’s perfect embodiment” 261 and “the image and 
actuality of Reason” 262 —would be self-evidently true forever. There 
could therefore be absolutely uo question of envisaging the state’s “with¬ 
ering away.” 

However, the fact that the stipulated “human nature” 263 was itself a 
self-serving assumption, invented for the purpose of a circular plausibil¬ 
ity of its mere assumption by virtue of what it was supposed to “explain” 
and justify, but that the actually existing scarcity was an inherently histor¬ 
ical category, and consequently subject to feasible historical change and 
potential supersession, had to remain concealed in the liberal theory of 
the state and “civil society” under the multiple layers of circularity char¬ 
acteristic of such theory. For it was this kind of apologetic circularity, con¬ 
stituted on a merely assumed but totally unsustainable “natural” foun¬ 
dation, that enabled the intellectual representatives of liberalism to move 
at will backwards and forwards from arbitrary premises to the desired 
conclusions, establishing on the a priori foundations of their ideological 
circularity the “eternal legitimacy” of the liberal state. Thanks to such 
fundamental circularity between “nature-determined” individuals as well 
as their appropriate “civil society” and the idealized political state— 
which was supposed to overcome the identified contradictions without 
changing the existing material reproductive order itself—both capital’s 
state formation and its societal reproductive framework could be assumed 
as forever given, in virtue of the justifying reciprocity and the thereby pro¬ 
jected absolute permanence of their interrelationship. 

Scarcity (or “anarchy of means”) played a vital role in this scheme of 
things. It “rationally” justified both the irreconcilability of the warring 
individuals as “genus individuals”—who, after all, had to assert their self- 
interest in accordance with their stipulated “human nature”—and at the 
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same time also provided the eternal reason for adopting the necessary 
corrective measures by the political state for making the system as a whole 
insurmountable by preventing its destructive fragmentation to pieces 
through iridivi dualistically pursued antagonisms. But take away from this 
picture “insurmountable scarcity ,” and replace it by something akin to a 
sustainable availability of productive and humanly gratifying resources, 
often simplistically referred to as unqualified “abundance,” and you wit¬ 
ness the immediate collapse of the entire pseudo-rational self-justificatory 
construct. For in the absence of fateful scarcity the allegedly nature-deter¬ 
mined genus-individuals have no reason to engage in the postulated “life 
or death struggle” among themselves in order to survive. By the same 
token, however, if you accept the proposition concerned with nature-de¬ 
termined—and therefore by definition existentially primary, insurmount¬ 
able, and all-justifying—scarcity, then you are entrapped by a structural 
framework in which the parts are reciprocally/circularly positing one 
another, barring thereby any possibility of exit from their vicious circle. 
For in that case you must accept even the fictitious postulate of nature- 
determined genus individuality, on the evidence that human beings 
undoubtedly survived with (and despite) their conflicts all the way to the 
present time in a world of scarcity within the confines of their “civil soci¬ 
ety” and the state. 

In this sense, if the socialist alternative intends to offer a way out of 
this tendentious entrapment, conceived from the standpoint of capital, it 
must challenge all of its circularly interlocking constituents. That goes 
not only for a viable conception of historically defined and socially chang¬ 
ing human nature—highlighted by Marx as the “ true community of 
men" 264 and the “ ensemble of social relations ” 265 —but also for the rest. 
That is, for the eternalized bourgeois material reproductive order of “civil 
society” as much as for its state formation, so as to be able to envisage at 
the same time a radically different mode of social metabolic reproduction. 
One capable of overcoming the established antagonistic class relations, 
misrepresented in the bourgeois conceptions—even the greatest—as 
genus determined individual confliduality. For capital’s antagonistic sec¬ 
ond-order mediations necessarily carry with them the perverse irrational¬ 
ity of eternalized scarcity even when its original material conditions are 
productively overcome in the course of historical development. 
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Paradoxically, despite his passionate detestation of the institutionally 
secured inhumanities of bourgeois “civil society” and its protective polit¬ 
ical state, Jean-Paul Sartre cannot break out from the entrapment men¬ 
tioned above. For it is not enough to negate only two of the fundamental 
constituents of the perversely interlocking capital system. However, the 
difficulty is that inasmuch as Sartre wants to give an existentialist ontolog¬ 
ical underpinning to his conception of humanity’s historical development 
even in the Critique of Dialectical Reason, he must present us with a most 
problematical account of scarcity in what he calls his “existentialist 
enclave within Marxism.” 

As we have seen in section 6.3 of this chapter, Sartre categorically 
asserted in the Critique of Dialectical Reason that “to say that our History 
is a history of men is equivalent to saying that it is born and developed 
within the permanent framework of a field of tension produced by 
scarcity .” 266 We have also seen that for Sartre this is not a cjuestion of his¬ 
torically surmountable social contingency but a matter of the human 
being’s existential ontological determination according to which “ man is 
objectively constituted as non-human, and this non-humanity is expressed 
in praxis by the perception of evil as the structure of the Other ,” 267 And to 
make matters worse, this quasi-mythical Other is constituted not simply 
somewhere outside but also inextricably in myself as the Other. 
Accordingly, we are told by Sartre: “It is man, and nothing else, that I hate 
in the enemy, that is in myself as Other ; and it is myself that I try to destroy 
in him, so as to prevent him destroying me in my own body.” 268 

Sadly, given the existentialist ontological presuppositions retained by 
Sartre to the end, even when he calls himself a “Marxisant” thinker, it is 
impossible to find a viable solution to the problems of scarcity in his writ¬ 
ings. And that goes not only for the first volume but also for the unfin¬ 
ished—and as we have seen above, within Sartre’s conceptual framework 
on principle unfinishable—second volume of the Critique of Dialectical 
Reason, which was supposed to give a dialectical account of “real history,” 
in contrast to sketching the categorial outlines of “the formal structures of 
history” in the first. 

His discussion of scarcity and its human impact in the second volume 
of the Critique , presented with the much admired Sartrean graphic inten¬ 
sity through the example of boxing, tends to be in terms of its validity 
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grounded on characteristics of the past and, with regard to the present and 
the future, confined to individual psychological plausibility despite the 
author’s claims to general validity. Sartre offers a curiously undialectical 
“dialectic” of the asserted “interiorization” of the contradictory predica¬ 
ment of the generic “scarce man.” For what we receive from him in the sec¬ 
ond volume of the Critique of Dialectical Reason is an unsustainable expla¬ 
nation of the depicted relationship, timelessly projected into the future. It 
is extended to the thorny—and in the existing societal reproductive order 
absolutely fundamental—issue of the origin of profit , summed up in the 
Sartrean assertion in this way: “ Profit springs from the non-sufficiency of 
satisfaction (worker and wage) and from non-abundance.' 1 '' 269 

The example of boxing claimed by Sartre to be representative of all 
struggle is not simply problematical in this respect but quite inappropri¬ 
ate to the characterization of historically determined and capitalistically 
enforced structural antagonism. The vital difference between the 
Sartrean representation of the “boxers’ struggle” and the real antagonism 
between capital and labor (for which boxing is also supposed to stand) 
transpires when we read: 

This bout in which the two [boxing] beginners are embroiled, each a 
victim at once of his own blunders and the other’s, has a reality all the 
more striking in that such domination of the labourers by their labour , 
by producing their future before the eyes of all (they will vegetate at the 
foot of the ladder or abandon the profession), causes it to be seen and 
touched as a signification and as a destiny. . . . But it is a destiny, in so 
far as this domination of the boxers by boxing is directly grasped as pres¬ 
ence of their future misfortune. . . . The social ensemble is incarnated 
with the multiplicity of its conflicts in such a singular temporalization 
of negative reciprocity. 

... In a direct sense, the fight is a public incarnation of every [Sartre’s 
emphasis] conflict. It relates, without any intermediary , to the interhu¬ 
man tension produced by the interiorization of scarcity. 270 

However, in actuality the fundamental difference—that arises from a 
grave social antagonism concerned with two diametrically opposed social 
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metabolic alternatives and not from what could be characterized by the 
“negative reciprocity of every conflict”—is that labor, as capital’s hege¬ 
monic alternative, cannot “abandon” the “profession.” Its situation is not 
a profession at all but a structurally determined condition and a necessar¬ 
ily subordinate class position in the societal reproduction process. The 
particular worker —but not labor as such—can “ abandon” this or that 
“profession” (in the sense of changing ajob), but due to his class situation 
he is at the same time forced into another one. Labor as a social class can¬ 
not do anything like “abandoning the profession.” 

Equally, the “domination of the boxers by boxing” is inapplicable to 
the condition of labor. Labor is dominated by capital , and not “by labor,” 
in the Sartrean sense of the boxer being “dominated by boxing.” The 
domination of labor is historically most specific, and it is not due to 
“scarcity” and “technology” in Sartre’s sense, let alone to the “interioriza- 
tion of scarcity.” In fact we are concerned here with a non-sy mmetrical 
relationship of structurally enforced domination and subordination, quite 
unlike the symmetrical “struggle between two boxers” who agree to coop¬ 
erate within a voluntarily accepted set of rules. In the case of labor the 
“rules” art forced upon the members of the class as a whole (through their 
structurally enforced domination and subordination), and the—far from 
voluntarily embraced—“rules” are not forced simply on individual work¬ 
ers but on the class as a whole. But even if the prevailing rules are not 
politically forced upon the members of the class, as they are under the 
conditions of slavery and feudal serfdom, they are forced upon them nev¬ 
ertheless, as economically imposed determinations. Thus the regulatory 
determinations in question are in the most fundamental sense objec¬ 
tively—materially/reproductively—prevailing rules. Moreover, a signifi¬ 
cant further qualification is also needed in this respect. For the ultimate 
guarantor —even if only the ultimate guarantor—of safeguarding the 
materially/structurally predetermined and enforced rules of commodity 
society is in fact the capitalist state, with its class-determined legal system 
and the corresponding law-enforcing apparatus: 


Every form of production creates its own legal relations, form of govern¬ 
ment, etc. In bringing things which are organically related into an acci¬ 
dental relation, into a merely reflective connection, they [the political 
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economists of the descending phase of capital’s historical development] 
display their crudity and lack of conceptual understanding. All the bour¬ 
geois economists are aware of is that production can be carried on better 
under the modern police than e.g. on the principle of tnight makes right. 
They forget only that this principle is also a legal relation, and that the 
right of the stronger prevails in their “constitutional republics''’ as well, 
only in another form. 271 

Sartre needs the ahistorical absolutization of scarcity —in the name of 
“h istorical intelligibility,” of all things—in order to make possible for him¬ 
self the avoidance of elaborating the categories and structures of real his¬ 
tory. He remains anchored to the “formal structures of history” in tune 
with the existential ontological determination given in his conception 
even at the time of writing the Critique to “evil as the structure of the 
Other”—and the Other also “in myself”—engaged in permanent interior- 
ized struggle over scarcity. 

Sartre’s way of linking together “scarcity,” “struggle” and “contradic¬ 
tion” in the modality of insurmountable necessity is also most problemat¬ 
ical. For even if in the rather remote past we can identify the necessary link¬ 
age between scarcity and struggle , this is not so once rational control of the 
conditions at stake by the social individuals becomes feasible, in conjunc¬ 
tion with sustainable productive advancement. Here, again, the example of 
the boxers is inapplicable. For we are concerned with different orders and 
types of rational control: one formally consistent with a voluntarily agreed 
set of rules devised for the purpose of an—admittedly most lucrative— 
sport, and the other substantive, from the domain of real history. 

To be sure, in the case of the two boxers their “rationality”—i.e. their 
voluntary/conscious acceptance of the “rules of their profession”—is 
inseparable from their claimed struggle. But their “struggle” is not a real 
struggle at all in the sense of the “life or death struggle” over insurmount¬ 
able scarcity constantly called by that name by Sartre himself. Nor is it 
even slightly comparable, in its essential character, to the antagonistic 
confrontation —a very real historic struggle over the contested outcome of 
the structurally determined antagonism between capital and labor over 
their incompatible hegemonic historical alternatives. Only a dubious for¬ 
mal analogy can be drawn between such fundamentally different forms of 
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struggle, as the structural antagonism between capital and labor in real 
history and the consensual ritual of the two boxers even when they fight 
over a purse of a hundred million dollars. 

Sartre can ofler us in the case of the two boxers a psychologically plau¬ 
sible picture. Thus he is at his most eloquent when he asserts that “what 
is certain is that, in every brawl, the deep source is always scarcity ... the 
translation of human violence as interiorized scarcity ,” 272 And he pro¬ 
ceeds with his graphic characterization of the meaning of the boxing 
match in the same vein by saying: 

The two boxers gather within themselves, and re-exteriorize by the 
punches they swap, the ensemble of extensions and open or masked 
struggles that characterize the regime under which we live—and have 
made us violent even in the least of our desires, even in the gentlest of our 
caresses. But at the same time, this violence is approved in them. 273 

In this way the depicted particular boxing contest can be generalized 
by Sartre as representative of all human violence. This is how it appears 
in the Critique-. 

Every boxing match incarnates the whole of boxing as an incarnation of 
all fundamental violence.... An act of violence is always all of violence, 
because it is a re-exteriorization of interiorized scarcity. 274 

Thus a direct line is drawn between the psychologically plausible 
depiction of two individuals in a boxing match and the general conditions 
of human violence said to correspond to the re-exteriorization of interior¬ 
ized scarcity. Accordingly, in the Sartrean picture the psychological plau¬ 
sibility of the boxing individuals’ motivations, and its projection (“with¬ 
out any intermediary,” as he puts it elsewhere) as the claimed identity 
between the particular act of violence and the general condition of neces¬ 
sarily interiorized—as well as violently re-exteriorized—scarcity takes the 
place of what should be made socially/historically determinate and in that 
sense plausible. But that could only be done in the categorial framework 
of real history , where scarcity occupies its specific, but not absolutizable 
existential ontological place. 
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The problem of abundance often appears in some form counterposed 
to scarcity. Sometimes this is done for the purpose of a priori dismissing 
the possibility of overcoming scarcity any time in the, no matter how dis¬ 
tant, future because it is said to be totally unrealistic to envisage the stable 
institution of abundance in human society in view of the insuperably con- 
flictual determinations of “human nature.” No further comments are 
needed in relation to this position. On other occasions, however, the pos¬ 
sibility of overcoming scarcity by abundance is not denied on principle, 
but nonetheless it is ruled out for the foreseeable time ahead of us on the 
ground that it would require some productively most advanced technolog¬ 
ical conditions that might perhaps materialize in the distant future. And 
there is also a third, positively assertive position about the emerging 
abundance that states “the conquest of scarcity is now not only foreseeable 
but actually foreseen .” 275 

Marcuse’s position was much the same as the views just quoted from 
an essay by the prominent Canadian Marxist thinker, C. B. Macpherson. 
Marcuse insisted that the “utopian possibilities” which he advocated 
were “inherent in the technical and technological forces of advanced cap¬ 
italism” on the basis of which one could “terminate poverty and scarcity 
within a very foreseeable future .” 276 He kept on repeating that “technical 
progress has reached a stage in which reality no longer need be defined 
by the debilitating competition for social survival and advancement. The 
more these technical capacities outgrow the framework of exploitation 
within which they continue to be confined and abused, the more they 
propel the drives and aspirations of men to a point at which the necessi¬ 
ties of life cease to demand the aggressive performance of ‘earning a liv¬ 
ing,’ and the ‘non-necessary’ becomes a vital need .” 277 And in the same 
work, written by Marcuse well before sinking into deep pessimism, he 
postulated a “biological foundation” to revolutionary change, saying that 
such a foundation 

would have the chance of turning quantitative technical progress into qual¬ 
itatively different ways of life—precisely because it would be a revolution 
occurring at a high level of material and intellectual development, one 
which would enable man to conquer scarcity and poverty. If this idea of a 
radical transformation is to be more than idle speculation, it must have an 
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objective foundation in the production process of advanced industrial 
society, in its technical capabilities and their use. For freedom indeed 
depends largely on technical progress, on the advancement of science . 278 

This generously well-meaning unreality was written and published by 
Marcuse more than forty years ago, and we have seen absolutely nothing 
pointing in the direction of its realization. On the contrary, we have wit¬ 
nessed recently a devastating crisis of “advanced industrial society,” with 
food riots admitted by one of the ideological pillars of the established 
order —The Economist —to have taken place in no less than thirty-five 
countries, despite all of the significant technical progress undoubtedly 
accomplished in the past four decades. Not even the slightest attempt has 
been made for the enduring “conquest of scarcity.” 

The great weakness of the Marcuse-type projections, shared by C. B. 
Macpherson and many others, is that the positive results regarding the 
“actually foreseen conquest of scarcity” are expected to arise from the 
“propelling force” of technical/technological progress and productive 
advancement. And that could not happen even in a thousand years, not to 
mention forty or even a hundred. For technology is not an “independent 
variable.” It is deeply embedded in the most fundamental social determi¬ 
nations, despite all mystification to the contrary , 279 as we have seen above 
on several occasions. 

No one can doubt that the sympathy of the people who in this way 
anticipate the conquest of scarcity is on the side of the “wretched of the 
earth who fight the affluent monster .” 280 But their moral discourse cannot 
even touch the fundamental objective determinations that so successfully 
perpetuate the denounced plight of the exploited and oppressed, let 
alone effectively alter them. To expect from productive advancement, aris¬ 
ing from “technical progress” in “advanced industrial society,” to move 
humanity in the direction of eliminating scarcity is to ask for the impossi¬ 
ble. The same kind of impossibility as expecting that the capitalist should 
set a limit to his appetite for profit on the ground that he has enough 
profit already. For the society Marcuse and others talk about is not 
“advanced industrial” but only capitalistically advanced —and for 
humanity itself suicidally dangerous—society. It cannot take a single step 
in the direction of conquering scarcity for as long as it remains under the 
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rule of capital, irrespective of its growing “technical capabilities” and the 
corresponding degree of improvement in productivity in the future. For 
two important reasons. 

First, because even the greatest technically secured productive 
advancement can be—and under the conditions now prevailing in our 
society actually is and must be—dissipated through profitable waste and 
the channels of destructive production, including the state-legitimated 
fraudulence of the military/industrial complex, as we have seen before. 
And second—what happens to be more fundamental here—because of 
the objective character of the system of capital-accumulation. We should 
not forget that “capital personified and endowed with consciousness and 
a will” cannot be interested in the conquest of scarcity, and in the corre¬ 
sponding equitable distribution of wealth, for the simple reason that “use- 

values must never be looked upon as the real aim of the capitalist_The 

restless never-ending process of profit-making alone is what he aims at .” 281 
And in that respect, which is inseparable from the absolute imperative of 
endless capital-expansion and accumulation, the permanent structural 
impediment is that capital always is —and, this cannot be stressed 
strongly enough, it always must remain , as a matter of inner systemic 
determination—insuperably scarce, even when under certain conditions 
it is contradictorily overproduced , 282 

Sartre is, of course, not in the least concerned with the conquest of 
scarcity and its sustainable replacement by productively generalized 
abundance. Fie is firmly negative in that respect, describing the “man of 
scarcity” as the man who imposes his will and expropriates abundance to 
himself . 283 The existential ontological orientation and coloring of Sartre’s 
characterization of the insuperable conflictual relationship between 
myself and my adversaries is retained to the very end of the Critique of 
Dialectical Reason when he writes that “in the field of scarcity an increase 
in the number or power of my neighbours has the result of increasing the 
precariousness of my existence. For that power seeks both to produce 
more (a ceiling though) and to eliminate me. My alteration is suffered, and 
is what incarnates the transformation in me .” 284 

However, Sartre’s way of dealing with the problem of scarcity and 
abundance—by making scarcity the existential foundation of history, as 
its “permanent framework produced by scarcity,” as well as of historical 
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intelligibility, rather than a (no matter how important) contingent factor 
in history, capable of being overcome under altered conditions at some 
point in time—does not solve the very real historical challenge facing us. 
In truth, some elementary qualifications are required for a proper charac¬ 
terization of abundance that can be legitimately posited in the context of 
overcoming the historical domination of scarcity. For at a relatively early 
stage of humanity‘s historical development the “naturally necessary 
needs”—which were for our distant ancestors fully in tune with the over¬ 
whelming material domination of scarcity—are actually superseded by a 
much more complex, historically created, set of needs, as we have seen it 
discussed earlier. To be sure, the productive advancement in question 
does not represent the end of this burdensome story but, nonetheless, it 
means a significant move in the direction of conquering the original dom¬ 
ination of human life by scarcity. In this sense: 

Luxury is the opposite of naturally necessary. Necessary needs are those 
of the individual himself reduced to a natural subject. The development 
of industry suspends this natural necessity as well as this former luxury— 
in bourgeois society, it is true, it does so only in antithetical form, in that 
it itself only posits another specific social standard as necessary, oppo¬ 
site luxury . 285 

Accordingly, consigning scarcity to the past is a long-drawn-out but, 
despite all obstacles and contradictions, an ongoing historical process. 
However, precisely because of the antithetical form in which this histori¬ 
cal development must be carried on in bourgeois society, the real question 
for the future is not the utopian institution of unqualified “abundance” 
but the rational control of the process of productive advancement by the 
social individuals, feasible only in a socialist reproductive order. 
Otherwise the historically no longer justifiable domination of scarcity—in 
the form of perversely wasteful but profitable destructive production in a 
variety of its capitalistically feasible forms—remains with us indefinitely. 
In the absence of the required rational self-determination on a societal 
scale —whose absence under the present conditions happens to be not a 
fateful existential ontological determination but a question of historically 
created and historically superable impediment—even the greatest (abst- 
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ractly postulated) “abundance” would be utterly powerless and futile as 
an attempt to overcome the domination of scarcity. 

Thus we are concerned in this respect with a historically determi¬ 
nate —but not permanently history-determining —social force and imped¬ 
iment to social emancipation that dominated human life for far too long. 
It is that structural/systemic impediment that must be radically super¬ 
seded through labor’s hegemonic alternative to capital’s established 
mode of social metabolic control according to the Marxian conception of 
the “new historic form.” 


6.6 The Dialectical Nature of Historical 
Change and Advancement 

Historical consciousness, as we have seen it discussed before, 286 is con¬ 
cerned with the perception of change not simply as a lapse of time, but as 
a movement with a cumulative character. This implies some kind of deve¬ 
lopment —like, for instance, the emergence of the bourgeois societal 
reproductive order in contrast to the feudal system—that may be legiti¬ 
mately described in a substantive and for the future important sense as 
more advanced than what preceded it. 

Naturally, this means for the relevant philosophical theories also a 
quest for identifying the historical agency or subject of their field of inves¬ 
tigation. That subject was defined in the most varied historical concep¬ 
tions as capable of actively intervening—to be sure, under the objectively 
given circumstances—in societal transformation for the purpose of mak¬ 
ing a significant impact on the existing state of affairs and through them, 
in a more comprehensive and lasting way, on the unfolding developments 
in general. 

The historical circumstances to be modified were, and are, of course, 
always particular. But precisely because they are part of an ongoing 
process of transformation (or resistance to it), the genuine historical theo¬ 
ries, in contrast to anecdotal accounts and chronicles, must attempt to 
grasp the complex dialectical relationship between particularity and uni¬ 
versality. For historical events and developments are truly intelligible only 
if they are elucidated in terms of their broader “detertnining/ determined” 
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character. That is to say, if they are depicted in terms that include the sig¬ 
nificant modifying impact made by the active individual or collective sub¬ 
ject on the conditions encountered at the time of entering the historical 
stage. In this dialectical sense the objectively “determined/determin¬ 
ing/determinant” conditions of cumulative change—both as originally 
found and as significantly modified by the historical subject in a given sit¬ 
uation—necessarily transcend in a transhistorical direction the limited 
historical specificity of the events and forces in question. 

As we know, the objective universalizing tendency of capital, tending 
toward an ultimate global integration of its social metabolic order, 
enabled modem philosophers to interpret the problems of historical 
change in a very different way from those we could find in ancient Greece 
and in the Middle Ages. In this sense the eighteenth century, through the 
work of Vico, Montesquieu, Rousseau, Diderot, Lessing, Kant, Herder, 
and Goethe, made a giant step in the direction of a genuine historical 
explanation, reaching its peak in the first third of the nineteenth century 
in Hegel’s monumental philosophical synthesis that conceptualized the 
world from capital’s vantage point. 

To the extent to which it was compatible with his social standpoint, 
Hegel offered an account of historical events and transformations in terms 
of the underlying necessities of an unfolding world history and its realiza¬ 
tion of the idea of freedom, even if he could not conceptualize historical 
development as irrepressibly open. For the ideological determinants of his 
position stipulated for Hegel the necessity of reconciliation with the 
“rational actuality” of the present, and thereby he ended up with an arbi¬ 
trary closure of the historical dynamics in the framework of capitalist “civil 
society” and its idealized state formation. Thus history could be treated 
as open and objectively unfolding even by Hegel only up to the point in 
time when it reached the established societal reproductive order, but its 
shutters had to be pulled down in a totally unhistorical way toward a rad¬ 
ically different future. 

By the middle of the nineteenth century the dominant mood in bour¬ 
geois historical writings was extreme skepticism, which became worse as 
time went by. Not surprisingly, therefore, dark pessimism tended to pre¬ 
vail in historical conceptions in the twentieth century. 287 This pessimism 
was primarily due to the more or less explicit recognition and admission 
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by the thinkers concerned that the historical subject with which they 
identified themselves, capital and its economic personifications, had 
become most problematical (to put it mildly) as the historically viable 
controller of the unfolding process, due to the grave antagonisms and the 
deepening crises of their system. 

It is important to underline in this context that one of Giambattista 
Vico’s greatest philosophical insights was spelled out in relation to the 
question of “making history.” At the time of writing his New Science 288 
Vico expressed his astonishment about the fact that in the past “the 
philosophers should have bent all their energies to the study of the world 
of nature , which, since God made it, He alone knows; and that they 
should have neglected the study of the world of nations, or civil world , 
which, since men had made it , men could come to know.” 289 In this way 
the vital category of “making history” and making the knowahle “civil 
world” (or “civil society”) acquired its seminal importance in historical 
conceptions. For Vico realized very clearly that the sense and the raison 
d’etre of investigating in philosophy the nature of the historical processes 
was to be able to actively participate in the ongoing transformations, in 
order to gain a better control over the desired—as well as over the 
unwanted and to be corrected—aspects of the changes taking place in the 
“civil world.” And of course Vico also realized that the way of making his¬ 
tory posited by him was unthinkable without knowing —that is, without 
properly understanding—what was at stake in the relevant field of tempo¬ 
ral changes and historical transformations. 

Naturally, Vico’s ''’New Science ” of understanding and explaining his¬ 
torical development shared with epistemology the interest in combining 
knowledge with practical involvement. For the raison d’etre of the philo¬ 
sophical enterprise of epistemology—that is, the theory of knowledge— 
was to gain an insight into, and a growing control over, the production 
and advancement of knowledge itself, in order to acquire some mastery 
over the areas in which the acquisition of better knowledge mattered. 
Moreover, also moral philosophy was always inseparable from a real con¬ 
cern with explaining and affecting the moral agent’s conduct, whether in 
terms of the Kantian “intelligible world” and its necessary universaliza¬ 
tion of the personal maxims and choices of the individuals, by analogy 
with the form of the natural law as explained in the Critique of Practical 
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Reason, or in a more down-to-earth, even directly utilitarian, form. What 
else could there be then the point of historical investigation if not gaining 
a better insight into the nature of the historical process for a meaningful 
participation in the unfolding developments? 

It was in this sense by no means accidental that the “New Science” of 
historical investigation—grounding the idea of making history on human¬ 
ity’s firmly asserted ability to know 290 the processes involved—was pushed 
into the forefront of philosophical attention in the ascending phase of cap¬ 
ital’s epochal development. Nor could it be considered accidental that the 
descending phase of the capital system carried with it the onset of extreme 
skepticism and the all-pervasive dominance of historical pessimism in the 
writings of capital’s ideological personifications. True to form, therefore, 
Vico’s great insights had to be totally undone not simply for the purpose 
of rejecting the views formulated by this great Italian philosopher and 
pathbreaker of historical interpretation but above all in the interest of 
“refuting Marx” and his —also in a direct practical sense most challeng¬ 
ing—concern with making history in the present and in the future. Thus 
Hannah Arendt tried to demolish Vico’s fundamental distinction between 
making history and making nature—at times doing this in the most absurd 
way, by claiming that in the thermonuclear processes human beings are 
“making nature” in Vico’s sense of “making history” 291 —while her real 
ideological target was Marx, dismissed with the grotesque jibe according 
to which “in the classless society the best mankind can do with history is 
to forget the whole unhappy affair, whose only purpose was to abolish 
itself.” 292 Accordingly, in this kind of extreme skeptical and pessimistic 
vision the idea of actively intervening in the historical transformatory 
process, and humanity’s ability to acquire the knowledge needed for that 
purpose, had to be tied and discarded together, with a view to exclude 
thereby the feasibility of any radical social change. 

Despite all such skepticism, actual trends of development indicate 
positive potentialities for the future, if kept in their proper historical per¬ 
spective, notwithstanding the dangers for the very survival of humanity 
evidenced in our time. For, as stressed before, quite unlike cosmic time, 
which is irreversible, considered from a human perspective, the historical 
time of humanity is very different on account of the radically new order of 
necessity—self-imposed but also potentially “vanishing historical neces- 
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sity”—introduced by human beings into the societal order founded on 
the primary determinations of nature. 

In this sense, human historical time is subject to reversals not only in 
view of the periodic relapses and stagnations or paralyses of development 
seen in the course of history but even in its ultimate terms of reference, 
concerning the active human subject’s exercise of its power in the course 
of historical transformations. Thus, there could not be a more ironical 
confirmation of the active poiver of the historical subject or agency than to 
note with apprehension its ability, and also its steps now undeniably 
taken, toward destroying itself through the self-imposed antagonistic 
modality of social metabolic reproduction—the capital system in its deep¬ 
ening structural crisis in our time. And yet, this mode of societal control 
is supposed to be the neoliberally postulated predicament and ultimate 
destiny of humanity to which, as they arrogantly say, “there can be no 
alternative,” disregarding the fateful negativity associated with capital’s 
impact both on nature and in the field of ever more destructive produc¬ 
tion, as well as on the plane of ceaseless military devastation. 

However, precisely because the potentially “vanishing historical 
necessity” is nothing like a fatality of nature, a consciously pursued active 
human intervention against the destructive forces of capital’s antagonistic 
second-order mediations is capable of averting the identifiable dangers. 
For what is historically created and enforced is also amenable to correc¬ 
tive historical change. Indeed, as a matter of countervailing determina¬ 
tions, actual trends of historical development reveal not only the undeni¬ 
able dangers but also a socially meaningful advancement in some impor¬ 
tant fields and relations. 

It goes without saying that the positive trends here referred to do not 
indicate some homogeneous linear “progress,” let alone a journey toward 
a “Messianic end-station,” as it is frequently (and falsely) insinuated by 
Marx’s adversaries. Positive potentialities must be actively converted— 
and not in the naive sense of “done once and for all” but constantly repro¬ 
duced and secured as well—into sustainable realities. This is required 
even under the most favorable circumstances, no matter how far we may 
glance ahead in time in the direction of what Marx calls “real history,” in 
contrast to the structural limitations of “prehistory.” For the primary con¬ 
sideration that legitimately contrasts the meaningful notion of “real his- 
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tory” with “prehistory” is the posited ability of the human beings to extri¬ 
cate themselves from the structural determinations which compel them 
under the now prevailing circumstances to order their life activities on the 
basis of rules and relationships that “work behind the back of the individ¬ 
uals,” as discussed before. And the anticipated radically different way of 
regulating their life by the social individuals in “real history” can only suc¬ 
ceed in the form of an ongoing process. The necessary change on that 
score is feasible by overcoming, in a perfectly tangible sense, capital’s 
fetishistic exchange relationship , together with the illusions imposed by 
the individuals themselves, “behind their own back,” on all of the individ¬ 
uals partaking in the system of commodity exchange. 

In this regard we can also see two relevant aspects of historical deve¬ 
lopment that prevails as real advancement in comparison to the earlier 
states of affairs. First, because the capital system’s generalized exchange 
relationship as such, despite its contradictions and structural antago¬ 
nisms, represents a fundamental productive accomplishment in contrast to 
the major constraints of the previous, far less productive, societal repro¬ 
ductive orders. And second, because the establishment and consolidation 
of this more advanced mode of economic control simultaneously brings 
to the fore some historically specific conditions and positive attainments 
that by their very nature point well beyond the inherent structural limita¬ 
tions of societal reproduction under the rule of capital. Indeed, they point 
toward a socially more advanced future. 

Naturally, the conditions and attainments in question—like the not 
only juridical but also socioeconomic and political notion of personality, 
the much more generally shared proprietorship, freedom, and equality, 
considered in some by no means negligible sense, etc.—make their first 
appearance in capital’s productive and societal reproductive order in a 
most abstract and formalized way. This is so because they must remain 
apologetically divorced from their actually realizable, but by capital 
denied, substantive dimension, so as to be readily containable within the 
commodity system’s structurally constraining integument. The abstract 
formalism of the posited “Rights ofMan”is a graphic manifestation of this 
characteristic limitation. 

Nevertheless, the fact is and remains that the conditions we talk about 
have actually made their historic appearance in capital’s reproductive 
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order; and they did so not out of individual caprice or religious inspira¬ 
tion —as the latter is mystifyingly postulated by Max Weber’s “Protestant 
Spirit of capitalism,” in the German thinker’s habitual reversal of the 
actual material and cultural orders of determination—but as a result of 
clearly identifiable social and historical necessities. For the great 
dynamism of capital’s historical advancement, embodied in the massive 
expansionary potential of generalized commodity production, was totally 
unthinkable without simultaneously setting into motion the conditions 
and paradoxical attainments which at some point in time—again, under 
objectively unfolding conditions and antagonisms—had to turn against 
the structurally constraining capitalist integument itself. 

Moreover, the necessarily fetishistic form that even the greatest “civi¬ 
lizing achievements” 293 of capital’s historically far more advanced repro¬ 
ductive order had to assume, due to the ultimately explosive inner antag¬ 
onisms of the incorrigibly exploitative productive system itself, made it 
possible to conceptualize and highlight the irreconcilable contradiction 
between the professed eternalizing claims and the alienating and dehu¬ 
manizing reality of this historically specific way of ordering societal 
reproduction and human conduct. 

Understandably, this way of ordering human conduct was unavoid¬ 
able in a system that had to assert itself fetishistically “behind the back of 
the individuals” in the interest of a uniquely —and in the end also destruc¬ 
tively — expansion-oriented mode of production, driven by the absolute 
but blind imperative of capital-accumulation whose nature and real moti¬ 
vating force had to be concealed, as a necessary mystification, even from 
capital’s pretendedly “sovereign decision making” personifications. At 
the same time, however, the fact that the most advanced productive sys¬ 
tem in all history could prevail over against a historically feasible alterna¬ 
tive human design only through the fetishistic transfiguration of the 
potentially creative relationships—which capital itself had brought to the 
fore —carried with it some, by capital insuperable, complications and con¬ 
tradictions. For on the one hand, the capital system was responsible for an 
immense social development and the never undoable 294 effective socializa¬ 
tion of production, with its relentless tendency toward the global scale for 
its full realization. On the other hand, however, capital was also responsi¬ 
ble for activating the simultaneous direct contradiction of this great his- 
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toric accomplishment, due to the structurally prejudged and 
entrenched 295 private expropriation and appropriation of the productive 
means and the commodified products alienated from living labor. This 
represented a contradiction of such magnitude and intensity, in its neces¬ 
sary insertion— as it had to be inserted, both because of the hierarchically 
operated and structurally secured material purposes of generalized com¬ 
modity production and on account of their social and political legitima¬ 
tion as well as ideological rationalization —into the formally “free and 
equitable” exchange relationship between capital and labor, that not even 
the thickest layers of commodity fetishism could conceal it indefinitely. 

Accordingly, the unfolding socioeconomic development as historical 
advancement—which is always articulated, on the ground of objective 
dialectical determinations, in the form of productive or destructive alter¬ 
natives, in contrast to the simplistic positivity of wishful thinking—made it 
possible to conceptualize and highlight in due course not only the long¬ 
term untenabihty of the ever more prominent destructive contradictions of 
the capital system but also the viable historical alternative implicit in the 
removal of the fetishistic capital relation itself. Consequently, the demysti¬ 
fication of capital’s incurable fetishism, with its ruthless imposition of the 
incorrigible systemic imperatives that had to (and for as long as this system 
survives must continue to) work behind the back of the individuals, could 
also provide the strategic program- for an emancipatory transformation. 
That was the obverse side of the work of demonstrating the untenabihty of 
capital’s fetishism for the future, representing in its necessary strategic ori¬ 
entation an important positive historical advancement. 

The critical demystification of capital’s all-pervasive fetishism could 
appear on the historical agenda only at a determinate point in time, at the 
onset of the capital system’s descending phase of development. Under 
such circumstances the advocated emancipatory transformation could be 
envisaged not as an abstract moral postulate, however noble in intent, 
which used to characterize the condemnation of capital’s dehumanizing 
power for a very long time, 296 but as a practically articulated radical 
socialist conception, with its objective leverage deeply rooted—both as the 
negation of the established mode of control and as its positive societal 
reproductive alternative—in the fundamental structural determinations of 
the existing order. And that makes a major difference. For this objective 
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grounding of a practically viable alternative societal reproductive order in 
capital’s necessarily aborted positive potentialities, constituting thus an 
integral part of the overall h istorical advancement , is an important condi¬ 
tion of a successful outcome. 

Historical change amounting to significant advancement 297 is identifi¬ 
able in the course of the last few centuries in our world of “accelerating 
history.” It can be denied only by the most retrograde vested interests, 
whether they are called “neoliberal” or “neoconservative.” Moreover, 
looking more closely at the historical trends in question it also transpires 
that their significance is enhanced when considered in conjunction with 
one another, rather than separately. And that is always a methodologically 
important aspect of the dialectical intelligibility and evaluation of histori¬ 
cal development. For “potentially vanishing historical necessity” can 
assert its objective and subjective determinations only in the form of a 
variety of necessarily interacting forces and conditions, in relation to the 
always given structural setting to which it must adjust itself in an active 
way, altering thereby at the same time the overall configuration of the 
unfolding historical potentialities and realities. 

In this sense, we can see historical development anticipating—or 
already embodying—real advancement in a variety of important relations. 
In some cases the full extent of the realization of their positive side is, of 
course, more dependent on conscious intervention in the future than in 
some others. However, in all cases referred to here the positive potential, 
representing major advancement in comparison to the more distant past, 
is clearly in evidence. 

The immense, and without an all-engulfing catastrophe irreversible, 
socialization of production accomplished under the rule of capital, as a far- 
reaching historic advancement, has been mentioned already. To be sure, 
a high price had to be paid for it through the universal commodification 
of all human relations and the fetishistic encroachment of capital’s pro¬ 
ductive development over everything, with the dehumanizing impact of 
the alienation of societal reproductive control from the people, directly 
affecting and endangering even the most fundamental relationship of the 
individuals to nature. However, even this heavy price cannot invalidate 
the historic accomplishment in question. For whereas the vital socializa¬ 
tion of production itself is historically irreversible, its alienating and 
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antagonistic mode of exploitative operation can be overcome and con¬ 
signed to the past. As a major historic attainment and advancement, the 
socialization of production can be—and has to be—built upon, and also 
extended in an appropriate way in a socialist future. Indeed, there can be 
no other productively viable ground and starting point in that respect, in 
view of the crucial fact that in any viable future order there can be only a 
greater socialization of production and not less of it. 

The historically developed socialization of production, with all its 
most diverse linkages in the overall complex of the capital system, cannot 
be fictitiously wound back under some wishfully postulated and at times 
quixotically yet tellingly promoted slogan like “small is beautiful.” Not 
even when in the midst of a massive global economic crisis the voice of 
apologetic wisdom is induced to declare that the dominant financial insti¬ 
tutions are now “too big to fail,” while in actuality the parasitism and 
fraudulence in the relevant economic sector as a whole displays its grave 
failures. The issues at stake call for real alternative solutions, through the 
supersession of the explosive antagonisms of the irrepressibly globalizing 
capital system, and not for manipulative conjuring tricks wishfully pro¬ 
pounded for putting back the genie into the bottle. The objective ten¬ 
dency toward the realization of the positive potentialities of a fully social¬ 
ized productive and societal reproductive system on the global scale 
implies the need for the most comprehensive rational coordination of the 
complex interchanges, feasible only within a socialist corrective frame¬ 
work. But there is no need for vacuous postulates to be invented for the 
imaginary ground on which such transformation can proceed. The long 
historical process of development and productive advancement in the 
field, notwithstanding its major contradictions, has provided the neces¬ 
sary point of departure. And that point of departure—represented by the 
given socialization of production—happens to be not only capable of cor¬ 
rective extension under the conditions of the unfolding and on the eco¬ 
nomic plane integrative global interchanges but also necessary for it, irre¬ 
spective of its contradictions. 

Closely linked to the domain highlighted by the immense and still 
growing socialization of production we find another vital historical 
advancement. This is clearly visible in the development of the productiv¬ 
ity of labor itself and in the corresponding potentially great increase of the 
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social individuals’ most rewarding free time, emerging on a scale simply 
incommensurable with anything visible in previous modalities of societal 
reproduction. The full realization of this tangible positive potentiality is, 
of course, very much a challenge for a historically secured socialist future. 
Nevertheless, we can identify also in this respect a historically accom¬ 
plished fundamental difference already. For thanks to the productive 
advancement in question the basic conditions of societal reproduction 
have been qualitatively modified. They have been shifted away from the 
tyranny of necessary labor trough the appearance of disposable time on 
humanity’s practically reachable historical horizon, turning thereby the 
exploitation of necessary labor time into a long-term totally untenable his¬ 
torical a?iachronism. 

Naturally, capital must remain “deaf and blind” to the true signifi¬ 
cance of these changes, because it must operate on the exploitable basis 
of necessary labor time. 298 But that circumstance cannot undo the accom¬ 
plished historical advancement itself. It can only put into relief the grow¬ 
ing irrationality of the capital system. For the regulation of societal repro¬ 
duction on the basis of creatively usable disposable time , as opposed to 
the continued exploitation of historically outdated necessary labor time, 
is not an abstract desideratum but an irrepressible objective historical 
trend and a very real possibility under the existing circumstances. Its 
character is unmistakably defined as representing a practicable produc¬ 
tive alternative that is fully harmonizable with the need for human gratifi¬ 
cation. Disposable time exists already in a form necessarily ignored and 
sidelined by capital. However, as an obvious rational and productively 
superior alternative to the commodified wage labor system, disposable 
time can be set free through the conscious design of the social individu¬ 
als, in their own interest , in the planned process of productive develop¬ 
ment and emancipatory transformation. 

The historically emerging and potentially growing disposable time, as 
the qualitatively different orientation of societal reproduction, is impor¬ 
tant also in another respect. For it corresponds to the only feasible and 
justifiable way in which labor—as humanly gratifying activity—can 
assume its position as the universally valid operative principle embracing 
and regulating the societal interchanges of every single individual. 
Significantly, also in that regard, only a historically emerging and practi- 
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cally sustainable advancement could transform what appeared at first as a 
moral ideal into an effectively adoptable and socially much more progres¬ 
sive productive practice. 

In fact the enlightened advocacy of making labor the general ordering 
principle of society goes back very far in history. Paracelsus, a great intel¬ 
lectual of the sixteenth century, underlined already then the human worth 
and the fulfilling power of work, insisting at the same time that the wealth 
of the “idle rich” should be confiscated so that they should be compelled 
to work. 299 However, there were two prohibitive impediments to making 
human labor the fully justifiable regulating principle in the life process of 
all individuals. 

First, the soulless drudgery of the work practices to which by far the 
greatest part of humanity had to be subjected in the interest of expansion- 
oriented societal reproduction and capital accumulation. 

And second, the structurally secured and safeguarded exploitative 
class system that enabled the “idle rich” of Paracelsus: the personifications 
of capital in more precise terms, to exempt themselves from the heavy 
burden of such drudgery. 

Naturally, in the course of its expansionary drive capital instituted mas¬ 
sive advancement in commodity production, as well as an incomparably 
higher labor productivity than what we could find under previous modali¬ 
ties of societal reproduction. Potentially this represented an important step 
in the direction of alleviating the drudgery of labor practices. Since, how¬ 
ever, this productive advancement had to remain strictly containable within 
the confines of the second impediment, the hierarchical structural domina¬ 
tion of labor by capital, the advancement could only be potential, even if 
measuring labor productivity in terms of capital expansion and accumula¬ 
tion the achievement appears to be absolutely gigantic. Yet the drudgery of 
labor had to remain virtually undiminished, notwithstanding the great 
achievements of modern science and technology for improving the instru¬ 
ments of production. This is because the most vital aspect of humanly grat¬ 
ifying productive activity—namely the autonomously exercised decision¬ 
makingfunctions of the working individuals—is, and must always be, struc¬ 
turally divorced from labor under the rule of capital. 

Without radically altering that structural subordination and alien¬ 
ation, there can be no question of realizing the immense potentialities of 
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disposable time in the domain of labor productivity and human fulfill¬ 
ment. For disposable time makes no sense whatsoever unless the produc¬ 
ing social individuals themselves can freely dispose over the allocation and 
the creative exercise of their own disposable time. However, the structural 
determinations of capital make that impossible in view of the fact that cap¬ 
ital is nothing if not the total expropriation of the power of decision mak¬ 
ing to itself. Thus even the technologically/instrumentally feasible 
improvement of labor productivity must be confined well within the lim¬ 
iting framework absolutely dictated by the preservation of capital’s exclu¬ 
sive decision making powers in conformity to the incorrigible systemic 
imperatives. Consequently, disposable time must be set free from both of 
the earlier mentioned structural impediments that together directly affect 
the power of decision-making. No amount of technological advancement 
on its own could do that. 

Due to the undeniable historical advancement achieved through the 
tangible emergence and growth of disposable time as the legitimate and 
viable general ordering principle of social development—advocated for 
centuries—the drudgery of labor practices can be permanently consigned 
to the past. This is now well within our reach, even if it is actively negated 
by the capital system’s structural necessities. Thus, also in this respect, 
the continued and blindly self-serving—but even in terms of the custom¬ 
arily idealized capitalist objective of ever-improved productivity self-con¬ 
tradictory—negation of the historical advancement in cjuestion by capital 
can only underline the increasing historical anachronism of the estab¬ 
lished societal reproductive order. 

Perhaps the most paradoxical evidence of historical advancement 
under capital’s social order is provided by the role assigned to, and effec¬ 
tively fulfilled by, equality and freedom. 

What makes this development in some ways unique is that, quite 
unlike the attitude toward ignoring, sidelining, and even actively negating 
the great objective potentiality of disposable time, the personifications of 
capital do not try to deny the role of equality and freedom in their system. 
On the contrary, they make a virtue of it. Naturally, they do that to a large 
extent (but far from entirely) for the purposes of legitimating and ideolog¬ 
ically rationalizing the allegedly insuperable—and therefore “rightfully” 
etemalizable —character of capital’s mode of production and distribution 
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as “the natural system of perfect liberty and justice,” in Adam Smith’s ear¬ 
lier quoted memorable words. And the thinkers who conceptualized the 
world from the vantage point of capital could identify themselves without 
any difficulty and reservation with the role fulfilled by equality and free¬ 
dom in their social order, in view of the formal character of both in the 
capital system, as we have seen before. 

The substantive determination of equality and freedom would be, of 
course, a very different matter. For in that way neither of the two could be 
contained within the structurally entrenched iniquitous framework in 
which the decision-making functions of societal reproduction must be, in 
a categorical and most authoritarian sense, expropriated by capital from 
the overwhelming majority—the laboring classes—of the people who are 
condemned by economic compulsion to their hierarchically subordinate 
position in society. 

Nevertheless, the issue itself is of a very great importance. It repre¬ 
sents a real historic advancement despite its limitations. For previous 
modalities of social metabolic reproduction had no interest in, nor any 
space for, the admission of equality and freedom into their domain. Not 
even in the formally Ihnited sense in which they actually fulfill their mean¬ 
ingful role under the rule of capital. This is excluded because even the 
formally limited sense in which equality and freedom must function in the 
capital system is radically incompatible with the fundamental structural 
determinations of the earlier forms and modalities of social metabolic 
control. The important defining characteristic in this respect is that even 
if equality and freedom under the societal reproductive conditions ruled 
by the overall imperative of capital accumulation are—and must remain— 
formally limited , the actually exercisable powers in question are extended 
in that limited sense to every member of society. For only the general 
extension of the conditions inseparable from equality and freedom—that 
is, the all-round recognized proprietorship of, and the free disposability 
over, the commodities possessed by all individuals, even if such “rightful 
property ownership” is confined to no more than their saleable labor 
power—makes feasible the establishment and the dynamic operation of 
generalized commodity production and exchange. 

This formally limited but for generalized commodity production nec¬ 
essary extension of equality and freedom to all individuals, representing a 
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genuine historical advancement compared to the past, is also undoable 
without catastrophic consequences. 300 But decidedly not unchangeable. 
Indeed, the unavoidable challenge for the future is to make them substan¬ 
tive in a positive sense. For without rendering in that way substantive the 
formally articulated and limited determinations of equality and freedom 
on which capital’s reproductive order depends not simply for its ideolog¬ 
ical legitimation but altogether for its continued practical operation and 
expansion, the destructiveness of capital’s antagonistic second-order 
mediations cannot be overcome. But that kind of substantive transforma- 
tory intervention in the fundamental structural determinations of the 
established productive and distributive system would recjuire a qualita¬ 
tive change in the modality of social metabolic reproduction in all 
domains, including humanity’s vital relationship to nature. 

Considering the major trends of historical change and advancement 
in capital’s epoch it is important to highlight their dialectical interconnec¬ 
tions and the combined positive potentialities arising from those dialecti¬ 
cal interconnections. In this way we can identify a significant expansion¬ 
ary movement toward a relevant transformation also in other respects. 
Thus we can clearly perceive in modern history an irreversible trend of 
development from the limited local and partial toward the all-embracing 
global and universalizable. The trend of globalization, generally acknow¬ 
ledged and even idealized in our time, would be impossible without it. 
And the underlying changes are by no means simply formal but major 
objective transformations involving deeply rooted and far-reaching mate¬ 
rial determinations, together with the corresponding regulatory require¬ 
ments also on the plane of internal and interstate relations. This is why 
the pervasive reality of imperialism, and the unavoidable change in its 
power relations in the twentieth and twenty-first century, is not intelligi¬ 
ble at all without the monopolistic trends of economic development with 
which political and military imperialism is combined. 

Inevitably, therefore, in conjunction with these constantly redefined 
interrelationships the tendential move from the formal toward the substan¬ 
tive enters the historical picture in a most significant way. As a result, the 
earlier discussed formal determinations of equality and freedom in capital’s 
societal reproductive order become extremely problematical. They are in 
fact directly challenged from two—diametrically opposed—directions. 
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The negative substantive assault on the formally universalized deter¬ 
minations of equality and freedom, and on their extension to all individ¬ 
uals under the normality of capital’s reproductive practices, assumes the 
form of the most retrograde and authoritarian attempts to forcibly rede¬ 
fine the internal as well as the international relation of forces; internally 
against labor, of course, and internationally with regard to the relative 
position of the most powerful states in the interest of securing and 
enhancing the domination of one of the antagonistically competing rival 
states, or of a temporarily allied group of them, in the overall system of 
monopolistic imperialism. The attempt by Hitler’s Nazi Germany and its 
allies to achieve global domination at the price of unleashing the Second 
World War is a prominent historical example aimed at redefining in a 
most retrograde substantive way the formal determinations of capitalist 
equality and freedom without altering the fundamental structural deter¬ 
minations of the capital system itself. 

In the domain of state and interstate relations the usually idealized for¬ 
mation of the liberal state is what corresponds to capital’s for a long time sus¬ 
tainable material reproductive order. It is in this respect highly revealing that 
today—when the Nazi form of violendy redefining the internal and interna¬ 
tional power relations among the dominant states is no longer practicable for 
a variety of reasons, including the catastrophic implications of a new global 
war—the most prominent current modality of the relentless negative sub¬ 
stantive assault on the role fulfilled by formally limited equality and freedom 
in the capital system is undertaken by the aggressive neoliberal ventures and 
war adventures, indistinguishable from neoconservative designs. These ven¬ 
tures now include the crass violations of even some of the most elementary 
requirements of regulating the internal and interstate relations of the tradi¬ 
tional liberal state. And the structural crisis of the capital system in its 
entirety, asserting itself now for more than four decades, can only aggravate 
these problems. Moreover, the painfully obvious implosion of the social dem¬ 
ocratic movement not only in Europe but worldwide, and the transformation 
of its parliamentary parties into center-right and pronounced right-wing 
neoliberal entities that openly champion—both in and out of government— 
the imperatives of the established order, is part of the same trend of deve¬ 
lopment from the formal to the substantive, actively partaking in the retro¬ 
grade redefinition of capital’s regulatory framework. 301 
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Understandably, the much needed positive side of the substantive cri¬ 
tique of capital’s traditional way of confining equality and freedom to the 
formal determinations of societal reproduction is represented by the 
socialist historical alternative. The strategic articulation of this alternative 
in the form of an emancipatory social and political movement coincided 
with the intensification of capital’s contradictions in the descending 
phase of its systemic development. As we know, the development of this 
movement was very far from being without its own problems. Inevitably, 
this development was punctuated by significant successes, including 
some victorious political revolutions, as well as by some major defeats, 
from the bloodbath that followed the 1871 Paris Commune to the 
attempted social reproductive transformation under the Soviet type sys¬ 
tem. And, of course, the historically suffered failures were due not only to 
the power of the class adversary but also to the reformist illusions and 
internal contradictions of the movement itself. 

As we have seen above, the non-utopian critique of capital had to start 
with the demystification of its ubiquitous fetishism, in order to be able to 
understand what to put in the place of its exploitative productive system. 
For the utopian wishful counter-images to capitalism tended to remain 
trapped by the fetishistic confusion and conflation of social relations with 
things and things with social relations, often confounding thereby also the 
absolute requirement of the production and appropriation of use-value in 
all conceivable history with the paralyzing power of exchange-value in 
commodity society. 

In the same way and for the same reasons, the demystification of cap¬ 
ital’s self-serving formal determination of equality and freedom had to be 
the starting point also in the constitution of the socialist hegemonic alter¬ 
native. For in contrast to the reformist illusions contained in the “old 
litany of democracy” (Marx), understanding the need for the realization 
of substantive equality and the corresponding/ree decision-making pow¬ 
ers of the social individuals is vital for the elaboration of a strategically 
viable historic alternative. 

To be sure, the historic advancement that once resulted in the impor¬ 
tant formal attainments of equality and freedom needs to be defended 
against the retrograde assaults on them in our time. But it is not enough. 
For the conditions under which the challenges must be faced have never 
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been more difficult than they are today, under the conditions of our global 
interchanges dense with contradictions and antagonisms. Nevertheless, 
the objective historical trend from the local and partial toward the all-em¬ 
bracing global complements the potentially emancipatory trend from the 
formal toward the substantive , strengthening its positive side. 

As mentioned earlier, the significance of the dialectically interacting 
historical trends is enhanced in conjunction with one another, compared 
to being taken separately. This is particularly pronounced in the case of 
the undeniable historical trend from the local toward the global in its 
relationship to the pronounced trend from the no longer sustainable for¬ 
mal —equality and freedom in that way confined—to its necessary sub¬ 
stantive critique. 

The original formal determinations and limitations of equality and 
freedom are in our time quite untenable because of the impact of globally 
interacting forces and shifting power relations, with their intensifying 
conflictuality that generates major counterforces against formal confine¬ 
ment. At the same time, only self-contradictory wishful thinking could 
suggest that a global order can be harmoniously sustained on the basis of 
perpetuating the substantive iniquities and corresponding antagonisms in 
their structurally entrenched present state. A globally integrated order of 
societal reproduction could only function in a historically viable and sus¬ 
tainable way on the positive ground of substantive equality. 

The great intellectual conceptions formulated from capital’s vantage 
point in the period of its ascending phase of development, from Vico and 
Adam Smith to Kant and Hegel, all tried to come to terms with a forbid¬ 
dingly difficult problem of historical intelligibility. Despite the differences 
in the particular terms of reference of their formulations, they all offered 
in substance very similar solutions to these problems in their varying but 
always secular form of self-reassuring historical intelligibility, in sharp 
contrast to trying to find such reassurance in the idea of “Divine 
Providence” as the theologically conceived and so intended explanatory 
framework of historical development, in the way in which St. Augustine 
and others did. Indeed, all of these great intellectual figures of the bour¬ 
geoisie in the ascendant conceived their solutions not simply in terms of 
the flow of time, let alone as the vision of an inscrutably chaotic drift of 
time offered in the more or less openly apologetic and pessimistic mould 
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of their twentieth-century descendants, but as the embodiment of mean¬ 
ingful historic advancement. 

The difficult problem which the historical conceptions of the eigh¬ 
teenth century and the first third of the nineteenth tried to elucidate was: 
How is it possible to derive a historically coherent order and advance¬ 
ment from the conflictual interactions of individuals in “civil society”? A 
civil society taken for granted by all of them as insuperably but unprob- 
lematically conflictual. 302 

However, considered from a broader perspective it transpires that 
the historical specificity of capital’s material reproductive order, contrary 
to the way in which it is conceptualized in the form of aggregative indi¬ 
vidualistic conflictuality in the various bourgeois theories of eternalized 
“civil society,” must be complemented by an appropriate historical 
account of the appearance—i.e., of the complex historical genesis —and 
the always significantly specific (sui generis) transformations of class 
antagonism, in the course of history. For the conflictuality of the “individ¬ 
uals in civil society,” as depicted in the historical conceptions formulated 
from advancing capital’s standpoint, was in actuality only a special case 
of the antagonisms prevailing through their required variations across 
class history. As such it exhibited the indelible marks of the structural 
determinations of both what it shared with the antagonisms of past class 
societies and the saliently different but nonetheless class-determined 
societal reproductive imperatives of its own order. A historically all the 
way to its time by far the most advanced reproductive order that could— 
and indeed had to —incorporate the historic attainments of formally 
defined equality and freedom, in contrast to earlier forms of class society, 
as discussed above. 

Naturally, the admission of structurally embedded class antagonism 
was totally incompatible with the conceptions formulated from the ideal¬ 
ized vantage point of ascending capital. For that kind of admission would 
have fundamental implications both regarding the rival aims and visions 
of collective social subjects, as hegemonic historical alternatives to one 
another, 303 and for their far from finally settled—in other words, still his¬ 
torically open-ended and intensifying—antagonistic class confrontations. 
“Individual conflictuality in civil society” had no such disturbing impli¬ 
cations at all. For whoever could come up on top in any particular conflict 
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among the strictly individual rivals and their enterprises, that could make 
no difference at all for the nature of the social order itself in which they all 
operated. 

That order was aprioristically assumed to be the permanent frame¬ 
work of the “positively conflictual,” 304 in its material productive inter¬ 
changes insuperable, and only at the level of political state determinations 
to be corrected, “civil society.” And even that kind of requirement for 
state-legitimated intervention and correction could arise only if the mys¬ 
terious “invisible hand,” postulated by Adam Smith, could not accom¬ 
plish on its own its even more mysteriously successful corrective deeds 
already at the level of civil society. Naturally, the Hegelian “ethical” state 
level was also decreed to operate under the totally benevolent gaze of the 
mysterious real historical subject. Individual conflictuality could not 
make any structurally relevant difference in the unfolding changes and 
transformations of “rational actuality.” Especially not if you firmly 
believed—as the thinkers in question all did and said so, in one way or 
another—that their actually existing societal reproductive order embod¬ 
ied “the natural system of perfect liberty and justice.” 

Thus the real collective historical subject was a priori excluded from 
the conceptions of the triumphant bourgeoisie by the absolute taboo set 
against acknowledging the immense role of class antagonism in historical 
development, not only of the past but, much worse, potentially also of the 
future. The place of the actually existing collective historical subjects had 
to be assigned to a curious notion of the individual historical subjects — 
called even by the name of “world historical individuals'’' 1 —who were sup¬ 
posed to be both directly responsible for the historical impact of their 
actions, and at the same time knowing really nothing about the ground 
and nature of their own conscious motivations. For they themselves were 
merely "tools and instruments ” 305 of a mysterious force behind them, the 
World Spirit with its “Cunning of Reason” (and even “Absolute 
Cunning”) in the Hegelian historical conception and its various theoreti¬ 
cal equivalents in all of the others. 

Thus the role assigned to the visible individual historical subject, 
even when promoted to the exalted status of the “world historical individ¬ 
ual”—like Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, Luther, and Napoleon 
Bonaparte—could not produce any historical intelligibility on its own. 
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For this reason the vacuum left by the elimination of the class anta¬ 
gonistic but real collective historical subject had to be filled somehow, 
although, to be sure, without the slightest hint of class antagonism. This 
is why the hypostatized, totally mysterious supra-human subject—whose 
tools and pliable instruments the world historical individuals were all 
supposed to be—had to assume the role of the proper historical actor. Not 
as a collective subject but simply as a mysteriously inexplanable yet really 
active sovereign subject of history, and thereby the ex officio provider of the 
proclaimed historical intelligibility of “rational actuality.” And this curi¬ 
ous solution, whose key constituent was—and could not be other than— 
a complete mystery, had to be propounded in the most progressive histor¬ 
ical theories of the bourgeoisie. That is, in historical theories which were 
not religious/theological projections but in their fundamental philosoph¬ 
ical intent thoroughly rational conceptions, created by the outstanding 
intellectual figures of the bourgeoisie in the ascendant. 

This outcome was all the more paradoxical, indeed quite astonishing, 
because the unexplainable mystery was combined in these major histori¬ 
cal conceptions with some tremendous insights regarding the nature of 
real historical intelligibility. Thus Kant, for instance, insisted that the his¬ 
torical development of the human being happens to be so determined 
that everything 

should be achieved by work ... as if nature intended that man should owe 

all to himself. 306 

In this sense, once you remove the Kantian “as if nature intended” 
clause, with its “as if” proviso, ubiquitous in the work of this great 
German philosopher, you find an absolutely fundamental principle of his¬ 
torical explanation. One fully consonant with the objective dialectic of 
historical intelligibility asserting itself in actual development. Hegel, in his 
own way, embraced the same principle of formative activity in relation to 
which Marx asserted in one of his “Theses on Feuerbach” that it was the 
merit of idealist philosophy, in contrast to traditional materialism, to high¬ 
light the significance of productive activity for understanding historical 
development and advancement, notwithstanding the fact that it was done 
in an abstract idealist fashion. 307 
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Hegel’s accommodatory “as if” clause, so to speak, was his unjustifi¬ 
able identification of all objectification with alienation , violating thereby 
his own pathbreaking dialectical insight into the nature of historical intel¬ 
ligibility. Through this false equation he was able to take for granted the 
actually existing world of exploitative alienation as necessary/unavoid¬ 
able objectification , 308 properly legitimated by philosophy as such. He 
could defend the vested interests of capital’s established order in this way 
by categorically dismissing—in the name of the highest dialectical princi¬ 
ple of “ Reason” itself—the idea of social equality as a “mere ought-to-be” 
propounded by the “folly of the understanding .” 309 The purely fictitious 
overcoming of this absolutely inalterable predicament for those who suf¬ 
fered the consequences was postulated by Hegel in the form of projecting 
the imaginary experience of the pauper in the cathedral, where he was 
supposed to be “the Prince’s equal .” 310 And that projection, again, just 
like the speculative but nonetheless dialectical general design of Hegel’s 
philosophical conception, was not devised for the purpose of offering to 
the believer a religious/theological vision and explanation of the world but 
in the tangible and rather prosaic service of a “rational”—or, rather, to put 
it in more precise terms, of an ideologically well-rationalized— secular 
social apologetics. 

Not surprisingly, we find an even more pronounced rejection of the 
very idea of social and legal equality in Kant’s philosophy , 311 even if the 
legitimation and justification offered is very different from Hegel’s. 
Likewise, the other great intellectual figures who played a vital role in 
articulating a genuine historical conception in the ascending phase of 
capital’s historical development had no real concern with the question of 
social equality. Not even when they had sympathy for the plight of the 
poor, as Rousseau and Adam Smith certainly did. For the issue itself was 
not a “more enlightened” treatment of the deprived but the inherently 
iniquitous structural determinations of the social order not only sup¬ 
ported but even idealized by all of them. 

The awareness of the irreparably iniquitous structural determinations 
of capital’s reproductive order was completely missing, and had to be 
missing, from the philosophical conceptions formulated from the vantage 
point of capital even at its most progressive stage of historical develop¬ 
ment. This is why the solutions to the difficult problem of historical intel- 
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ligibility: “how is it possible to derive a historically coherent order and 
advancement from the conflictual interactions of individuals in their soci¬ 
ety,” had to be always aprioristically assumed in these philosophical con¬ 
ceptions, built on the shaky ground of the mysteriously inexplainable — 
differently named but in substance identical—and wishfully postulated 
supra-human historical actor. 

Historical intelligibility must remain elusive without fully taking into 
account the structural determinations of the unfolding process, no matter 
how great might be the contradictions and antagonisms that must be 
faced by the historical actors in the course of their confrontations. For the 
“conflictual interactions of individuals in civil society” depicted in the 
major historical conceptions of the bourgeoisie must be qualified by us in 
the basic sense that the individuals in question could never fulfill a his¬ 
toric role—let alone the role idealized in philosophy as the rather myste¬ 
rious intervention in the transformatory process by the “world historical 
individuals”—as isolated individuals. The “conflictually interacting indi¬ 
viduals in civil society” are in reality inseparable from the collective social 
forces and antagonisms which they help to fight out to the historically at 
any particular time feasible—but always necessarily open-ended —conclu¬ 
sion under the objectively prevailing conditions and temporally modified 
specific circumstances. 

In this sense, historical actors are individual and collective at the same 
time. Abstracting from the collective social dimension of the historical 
stakes conceptualized by the historical figures can only lead to mystery— 
like the Hegelian postulate of even the world historical individuals as the 
“unconscious tools” in the (“invisible”) hands of the hypostatized real his¬ 
torical subject—instead of historical intelligibility. Indeed, it is necessary to 
coherently integrate into the overall picture the fundamental social inter¬ 
ests and the underlying contradictions the historical subjects try to con¬ 
ceptualize and make use of with greater or less success, even if the objec¬ 
tive structural determinations of the far from strictly individual interests 
carry different degrees and modalities of more or less avoidable “false con¬ 
sciousness .” 312 If we fail to do that, substituting in their place some pro¬ 
jected individual motivations , we are bound to end up with complete mys¬ 
tery. For there is an elementary categorial difference between the under¬ 
standing of an endless number of real or imaginable individual motiva- 
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tions —whose unlimitable variety makes some thinkers 313 run into the 
hopeless contradiction of trying to treat in a preconceived reductivist fash¬ 
ion the potential infinitude —and the social consciousness of the necessarily 
and simultaneously individual and collective historical subjects interacting 
under structurally determined social conditions. 

The great historical confrontation of our time is the fundamental 
structural antagonism between capital and labor, and it remains so until 
it is fought out by the social individuals to its positive or negative conclu¬ 
sion. That is, a conclusion resulting either in the establishment and irre¬ 
versible consolidation of labor’s historically sustainable alternative meta¬ 
bolic order of societal reproduction, or capital’s destruction of humanity 
itself through the insurmountable contradictions and structural determi¬ 
nations inseparable from the antagonistic second-order mediations of the 
capital system. 

But of course capital cannot act as an abstract collective entity , with a 
mythical consciousness of its own. It shares this characteristic with every 
collective historical subject, including labor. Nor does capital need the 
“Absolute Cunning” of the mythical “World Spirit” or “World Mind” in 
order to be able to impose on society as a whole its objective structural 
interests corresponding to the absolute imperative of capital-accumu¬ 
lation and the concomitant concentration and centralization of capital 
tending toward its global systemic integration. “The capitalist as capital 
personified and endowed with consciousness and will ” 314 does that on 
capital’s behalf. In other words, capital as a historical subject exists and 
asserts itself through its personifications “endowed with consciousness 
and will,” in accordance with and oriented by the innermost structural 
determinations and imperatives of its system. 

The objective structural determinations and interests of the capital sys¬ 
tem, as the established mode of elfective social metabolic control, consti¬ 
tute the '‘‘‘iibergreifendes Moment ”—the “overriding determinant” 
(Marx)—in this relationship. That is what must be conceptualized by the 
personifications of capital, fully in tune with the systemic imperatives of the 
established societal reproductive order, whatever might be the personal 
motivations of the individual capitalists. When they fail to do that, capital’s 
corrective power overrules them by unceremoniously bankrupting the par¬ 
ticular personifications who “step out of line,” thereby attempting some 
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fanciful departure from the objective imperatives themselves. Also in this 
respect, there is no need whatsoever to hypostatize a mysterious “world 
mind” as the successfully corrective “real historical actor.” 

The objectively prevailing power of capital as the successful regulator 
of social metabolic reproduction provides its own explanation in terms of 
the actual sustainability of its regulatory functions, for as long as the struc¬ 
tural imperatives behind them remain valid, with a temporal/historical 
qualification necessarily attached to them in the opposite direction. For 
once the explosive antagonisms of the system as such produce not simply 
some periodic conjunctural crises 315 but a deepening structural crisis on 
a historic scale, inseparably from the ever more wasteful constituents of 
the system’s destructive production and devastating encroachment on 
nature itself which happens to cast its shadow on our own predicament, 
then the fundamental raison d’etre of capital itself—as the successful regu¬ 
lator 316 of all-embracing societal reproduction—becomes not only prob¬ 
lematical but totally untenable. 

Perhaps the greatest achievement of the historical theories conceived 
from capital’s vantage point, above all by Hegel, was the recognition of the 
transformatory movement toward world history , even if this insight was 
spelled out in a speculative form. 

Because the internal antagonisms of the system could not be acknowl¬ 
edged even by the greatest philosophers who viewed the world from cap¬ 
ital’s standpoint, world history had to be theorized as already accom¬ 
plished, depicted as the proper climax and closure of historical develop¬ 
ment under the hegemony of imperialistically dominant Europe. In order 
to make plausible this conception—which has been mindlessly reconsti¬ 
tuted and worldwide propagandized even in our own time in a 
grotesquely oversimplified and distorted form, with the most reactionary 
“neoliberal” intent—the objective systemic antagonisms, representing the 
potentially most disruptive centrifugality that remains insuperable within 
the structural confines of the capital system, had to be transubstantiated 
into individual conflictuality well containable by “civil society” and its 
idealized political state, as we have seen above. 

In reality, however, the objectively opposed centrifugal units of the 
particular “civil societies” and the states—both with regard to their con¬ 
stituent parts as smaller or larger but always conflictual economic “micro- 
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cosms,” and in their more comprehensive but nationally articulated gen¬ 
eral capitalist material framework politically subsumed under a variety of 
warring nation states—were themselves riddled with worsening antago¬ 
nisms. This state of affairs was foreshadowing ever greater confrontations 
for the future parallel to the objective trend toward imperialistically con¬ 
tested global integration. 

The intensification of conflict and antagonism both on the material 
and the political/military plane was implicit already at the peak of the 
great bourgeois historical conceptions in the inherently antagonistic cen- 
trifugality of the dominant material reproductive constitutents and their 
corresponding rival nation-states. This sobering reality had to be specu¬ 
latively embellished under the naive postulate that in Hegel’s time 317 
established European domination represented “absolutely the end of his¬ 
tory,” in the German philosopher’s words. Thus the transfiguration of 
real structural antagonisms into individual conflictuality was not simply 
speculative but blatantly apologetic and obfuscating. So much so that 
nothing embarrassing could be perceived of the capital system’s actually 
unfolding trend of development even a few decades from the time of these 
major intellectual figures through the tendentiously distorting optics of 
their conceptualizations. Within their postulated terms of reference 
absolutely nothing could be acknowledged of the already imposed and 
ever extended ravages of monopolistic imperialism, and even less imag¬ 
ined of the frightful bloodletting of two world wars in the twentieth cen¬ 
tury arising from the irreconcilable antagonisms of the idealized social 
and political ground of the “world spirit’s rational actuality” and its pro¬ 
jected “realization of the idea of freedom” in world history. The hyposta- 
tized and speculatively idealized notion of the “absolute end of history” 
under European supremacy was in an astronomical distance from the 
possibility to understand the acute danger of the real end of history ema¬ 
nating from the tangible reality of capital’s insuperable contradictions. 

The actual systemic centrifugality represents now a grave problem for 
the future. Paradoxically, for a long historical period—indeed through¬ 
out the capital system’s ascending phase of development—this centrifu¬ 
gality constituted a most dynamic force, positively contributing to funda¬ 
mental productive advancement thanks to its ability to overcome various 
kinds of restraints and impediments to capital expansion and accumula- 
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tion. No other social reproductive formation of the past could be even 
remotely compared to capital in this respect. For the dynamic power of 
systemic centrifugality played a crucial role in the actually unfolding 
world history, and continues to prevail in our time through the contra¬ 
dictory process of globalization. But that is precisely where the systemic 
contradictions become clearly visible, demonstrating their structural 
untenability. For a globally integrated system—the now emerging 
rational imperative of historically viable and sustainable social meta¬ 
bolic reproduction, in contradistinction to the ultimately self-destructive 
blind imperative of endless capital accumulation to which the expansion 
of humanly gratifying use-value must be fetishistically subordinated 
under the rule of capital—cannot conceivably be made to work on the 
basis of antagonistic centrifugality. 

One of the most intractable aspects of this problem is the contradic¬ 
tion between the inherent material drive of the capital system, tending 
toward its global integration not despite but precisely through its centrifu¬ 
gality , and capital’s state formation. For the latter is constituted from the 
outset in the form of conflictually opposed and indeed warring nation¬ 
states, responsible in the twentieth century and in our own time for mas¬ 
sive military explosions and devastations, with the potential destruction 
of humanity on the horizon as the far from “millennial end-station.” Also 
this aspect of actually unfolding world history has been hopelessly mis¬ 
represented and wishfully idealized by the great historical conceptions of 
the bourgeoisie, as we have seen above . 318 

In reality this is not a corrigible dimension of capital’s state formation 
but a fundamental structural defect whose importance cannot be over¬ 
stated. For the great historic failure of capital in this respect, highlighting 
one of its absolute limits of viability as a reproductive system, has been its 
inability to constitute the state of the capital system as such , in contrast to 
the antagonistically opposed nation-states, without the slightest ability 
even today to overcome this fundamental historic failure. Karl Kautsky’s 
absurd theory of “ultra-imperialism” as the postulated solution to this 
problem amounted to no more than the apologetic ideological rationaliza¬ 
tion of capital’s insurmountable historic failure, following the complicitous 
total capitulation of German social democracy to actually existing and 
destructive imperialism right from the outbreak of the First World War. 
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However, the seriousness of this problem regarding the no longer sus¬ 
tainable modality of the old centrifugal relations is not confined to the 
potentially all-destructive interstate antagonisms of our time through the 
clash of competing nation-states, as propelled by the underlying material 
drive of the capital system toward its globally unachievable integration 
under the domination of even its most powerful imperialist state. In a 
more general sense the issue concerns the internal structural relationship 
of all of the interrelated constituent parts of the emerging global system. 
This is why the contradictory global trend of integrative development 
now assumes the form of global instability. The problem is that, on the 
one hand, the systemic drive toward global integration at the present stage 
of historical development is inexorable as a matter of the underlying mate¬ 
rial imperatives, manifest also in the form of the explosive and chronically 
insoluble global economic and financial crisis experienced recently. On 
the other hand, the vital condition of realization of the required integra¬ 
tion—the necessity of its rational sustainability not only in the first place 
but in a genuine epochal historical sense—is sharply contradicted by the 
objectively for a very long time prevailing conflictual centrifugality itself, 
characteristic both of the smaller constituent parts of the capital system 
and of its overall structural framework. 

Even the most sanguine advocates of globalization, apart from the 
lunatic fringe preaching the most aggressive imperialist supremacy , 319 
would not seriously assert today that the overall integrative process can be 
achieved—and, more important, made permanent —by the use of force. In 
other words, they concede that the “globalized” form of interrelationship 
among the constituent parts must be productively manageable on a long¬ 
term basis. And that implies, of course, some kind of coherence between 
the traditionally conflictual, and even antagonistically opposed, micro¬ 
structures and the global complexes under which the constituent parts of 
the social order must be restructured under the conditions of historical 
development unfolding in our time. 

The concentration and centralization of capital are inherent character¬ 
istics of the most dynamic system of societal reproduction in all history, 
usually represented—and misrepresented—as unproblematical “growth 
and development.” Yet, the inexorable trend toward globalization is 
inseparable from the antagonistic concentration and centralization of 
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blindly self-expansionary capital, with the closely related contradictions 
of monopolistic imperialism. For that reason, this trend is very far from 
being idealizable. It is quite impossible to envisage a global macro-struc¬ 
ture capable of coherently integrating into its general framework the con- 
flictually opposed constituent parts driven in their traditional centrifugal- 
ity by the antagonistic concentration and centralization of capital, based 
on the uncontrollable imperative of endless capital expansion. 

The earlier mentioned elementary requirement of long-term rational 
sustainability as the key defining characteristic of a globally integrated 
societal reproduction process calls for a qualitatively different type of 
material reproductive and cultural relationship, freed from the preestab¬ 
lished structural hierarchies of the substantively iniquitous capital sys¬ 
tem. Accordingly, if the constitutive cells and the micro-structures of a 
globally interacting system are not sustainable in terms of their positive 
cooperative self-determination, there can be no real expectation of achiev¬ 
ing the necessary rational sustainability of the reproductive order as a 
whole. The two stand or fall together. For it is totally inconceivable to 
squeeze historically open-ended and dialectically evolving coherence on 
a global scale out of the determinations of persistent structural antago¬ 
nisms in its constituent parts. 

In this sense, the success of the drive toward global integration is not 
feasible simply in terms of change, no matter how large-scale, let alone of 
forcibly imposed change, in the mold of monopolistic imperialism. It can 
succeed only if such change amounts to genuine historic advancement in 
response to the great challenges visible all around us. With the advancing 
trend of globalization the never in the past seen dialectical complexity of 
epochally sustainable structural change has appeared on the historical 
agenda. The objective need for the viable productive integration of its 
constituent parts carries the positive implication that its accomplishment 
means fundamental historic advancement. 

The hopeful trends pointing in that direction have been discussed in 
the course of this study, including the necessity to overcome the no longer 
tenable formal determinations—and the substantive violations —of equal¬ 
ity and freedom, as well as the creative use of disposable time 320 in place 
of capital’s historically anachronistic exploitation of necessary labor time. 
The growing hybridization of the capital system, requiring the complici- 
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tous state finance of otherwise structurally unmanageable sectors to the 
tune of trillions —and even tens of trillions —of dollars, poured down the 
drain of capitalist bankruptcy and institutionalized fraudulence with 
utmost cynicism, point in the same direction. For the underlying objec¬ 
tive trend of the capital system’s structural crisis can only deepen as time 
goes by. Moreover, the resources hypocritically handed over to the failing 
but pretendedly superior “private enterprise system” out of the meager 
resources taken away from countless millions, for the purpose of “saving 
the system,” can only provide palliatives, despite their astronomical mag¬ 
nitude, but in no way the required structural remedies for the future. 

Naturally, historical dialectic in the abstract cannot offer any guaran¬ 
tees for a positive outcome. To expect that would mean renouncing our 
role in developing social consciousness, which is integral to the historical 
dialectic. Radicalizing social consciousness in an emancipatory spirit is 
what we need for the future, and we need it more than ever before. 


NOTES 

1. It must be recalled here that in the human context also the determinations 
of natural necessity can and must be questioned, as and when some of them 
are actually modified and potentially even superseded, in the course of his¬ 
torical development. These problems are discussed in sections 5.6, 5.7, 
5.8, and 5.9. 

2. Hegel, The Philosophy of Right, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1942,130. 

3. Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations, Adam and Charles Black, 
Edinburgh, 1863,273. 

4. Hegel, The Philosophy of History, Dover Publications, New York, 1956, 
103. 

5. Theodicaea, in Hegel’s words is “the justification of God in History.” Ibid., 
457. 

6. It is worth recalling the groundless accusations used against Marx by 
Hannah Arendt and others, discussed at some length in chapter 5 of my 
book, The Social Determination of Method. 

7. See chapter 4 on “Cosmogenesis” in an important book by the distin¬ 
guished Greek theoretical physicist and social thinker Eftichios Bitsakis: 
La matiere et Tesprit, Athenes, 2008. As Bitsakis puts it: “II ne s’agit pas de 
‘univers.’ Toutes ces hypotheses se referent a la partie de Tunivers accessi¬ 
ble aux moyens actuelles d’observation ” (135). 
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8. That is, in Marx’s words, “a merely historical, a vanishing necessity.” 
(Marx, Grundrisse, 832.) In the same context in which Marx describes his¬ 
torical necessity as “merely historical,” he also makes it very clear what 
should be considered absolute with regard to the labor process as such. He 
underscores, in a critique of the “standpoint of capital” embraced by the 
political economists and Hegel, that the objectification of labor at all times 
in history is an “absolute necessity of production” (ibid.), but the alienation 
of labor—that is, its alienated objectification —is historically specific and 
superable. It is superable even if it is unavoidable under determinate socio- 
historical conditions, when the “monstrous objective power which social 
labour itself erected opposite itself as one of its moments belongs not to the 
worker, but to the personified conditions of production, i.e., to capital” 
(831). Typically, what must be considered by the personifications and 
interpreters of capital as unforgivable “economic determinism” is not their 
own totally arbitrary absolutization of the historically specific capital sys¬ 
tem’s prevailing alienation of labor, wishfully projected by them as an insu¬ 
perable determination forever prescribed by nature, but Marx’s theoretical 
demolition of its claimed eternal sustainability. 

9. See Antonio Gramsci, “The Formation of the Intellectuals,” in The Modern 
Prince and Other Writings, Lawrence and Wishart, London, 1957,121. 

10. Marx forcelully stressed the dialectical nature of these complex developments 
and qualitative transformations manifest in changing human needs by saying 
that “Hunger is hunger, but the hunger gratified by cooked meat eaten with a 
knife and fork is a different hunger from that which bolts down raw meat with 
the aid of hand, nail and tooth. Production thus produces not only the object 
but also the manner of consumption, not only objectively but also subjectively. 
Production thus creates the consumer.” Marx, Grundrisse, 92. 

11. The permanent structural presence of basic material determinations in the 
changing social metabolism, with their deep roots in nature, has been 
strongly stressed in an earlier chapter of this book. For no matter to what 
degree the direct material determinations are displaced in the course of 
human historical development by more advanced productive instruments 
and corresponding reproductive practices, they remain always latent, and 
may massively reemerge on the horizon of even the most advanced society, 
including a genuinely socialist one. In this respect it must be kept in mind 
that the jungle may be cleared with great effectiveness, but it is bound to 
reassert its original claim if the necessary conditions for its successful ban¬ 
ishment are not constantly renewed. See on this issue chap. 2, sec. 2.2: 
“The Problematical Character of Labor’s Spontaneous Teleology.” 

12. “Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy” was written by Engels in 1843. 

13. The “Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy” was added as an appen¬ 
dix to Marx’s Econom ic and Philosophic Manuscripts of1844, Lawrence & 
Wishart, London, 1959,195. 
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14. Ibid., 195-96. 

15. In the same “Outlines of a Critique of Political Economy” Engels also 
forcefully stressed the interrelationsip between competition and, monopoly, 
which is characteristically turned into another one of those “artificial and 
untenable antitheses” by the liberal political economists. He commented: 
“Competition is based on self-interest, and self-interest in turn breeds 
monopoly. In short, competition passes over into monopoly.... Moreover, 
competition already presupposes monopoly—namely the monopoly of 
property (and here the hypocrisy of the liberals comes once more to light); 
and so long as the monopoly of property exists, for just so long the posses¬ 
sion of monopoly is equally justified ... Monopoly produces free competi¬ 
tion, and the latter, in turn, produces monopoly. Therefore, both must fall, 
and these difficulties must be resolved through the transcendence of the 
principle which gives rise to them.” (Ibid., 194.) 

16. Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, Collected Works, Lawrence and Wishart, 
London, 1975, 5:42 (henceforth MECW). 

17. Hegel, Philosophy of History, 15. 

18. Ibid. 

19. Hegel, Philosophy of Right, 12. 

20. Hegel Science of Logic, Allen & Unwin, London, 1929,2:484. 

21. Ibid., 485. 

22. Hegel, Philosophy of History, 16. 

23. Hence the Hegelian reconciliatory equation of “rationality” and “actuality.” 

24. Hegel, Philosophy of History, 17. 

25. Hegel, Philosophy of Right, 11. 

26. Hegel, Philosophy of History, 39. 

27. Ibid. In another part of his Philosophy of History Hegel insisted that there 
must be a positive disposition of the individuals toward the state, subordi¬ 
nating their opinions “to the substantial interest of the State,” because 
“nothing must be considered higher and more sacred than the good will 
toward the State” (449). 

28. Hegel, Philosophy of Right, 222. 

29. “Accusations about the materialism of this conception. Relations to natu¬ 
ralistic materialism. . . . Dialectic of the concepts of productive force 
(means of production) and relations of production, a dialectic whose 
boundaries are to be determined, and which does not suspend the real dif¬ 
ference.” Marx, Grundrisse, 109. 

30. “Hegel fell into the illusion of conceiving the real as the product of thought 
concentrating itself, probing its own depths, and unfolding itself out of 
itself, by itself . . . The totality as it appears in the head, as a totality of 
thoughts, is a product of a thinking head, which appropriates the world in 
the only way it can, a way different from the artistic, religious, practical and 
mental appropriation of the world. The real subject retains its autonomous 
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existence outside the head just as before; namely as long as the head’s con¬ 
duct is merely speculative, merely theoretical. Hence, in the theoretical 
method, too, the subject, society, must always be kept in mind as the presup¬ 
position.” (Marx, Grundrisse, 101-2.) 

31. Developed by Sartre in his Critique of Dialectical Reason. More about 
these problems in sec. 6.3. 

32. Marx clearly stated: “The point of departure [must be] obviously from the 
natural characteristic; subjectively and objectively.” Marx, Grundrisse, 

110 . 

33. Ibid., 83-84. 

34. Ibid., 527. 

35. Ibid., 528. 

36. Marx, Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of1844, 112. 

37. Ibid., 112. 

38. That is, dominating the producing individuals—who are excluded from the 
control of the conditions of societal reproduction through the structurally 
entrenched “monopoly of property,” as the young Engels rightly stressed it— 
as much as the fictionalized “sovereign consumers ,” who must accept and 
internalize as their own genuine needs the “artificial appetites” imposed 
upon them by the fetishistic imperatives of the capital system. 

39. This domination of social metabolic reproduction by capital’s self-perpet¬ 
uating needs, as external necessity to which all members of society must 
unquestioningly submit, becomes particularly evident at times of major 
economic crises, when the necessity of securing capital expansion—even in 
the form of “nationalizing” astronomic magnitudes of capitalist bankruptcy 
by the state—is imposed on society as a whole. And that requirement of 
unquestioning submission to the system’s dictates must include also the 
utterly bewildered personifications of capital who at such times of major 
crisis cry “foul” and shout “socialism” in protest against the adopted emer¬ 
gency measures of “recapitalization” of the necessary organs of continued 
capitalist reproduction by their own state, imposed on society in the inter¬ 
est of the continued predominantly economic mode of extraction of surplus 
labor as surplus value stabilized by state capitalist intervention. 

40. Adam Smith, Lectures on Justice, Police, Revenue and Arms, in Herbert W. 
Schneider, Adam Smith’s Moral and Political Philosophy, Hafner 
Publishing, New York, 1948,320. 

41. Hegel, Ph ilosophy of Right, 128. 

42. Even as late as the middle of the nineteenth century, the “needy man” who 
dared to steal a sheep had to suffer capital punishment, by being hanged in 
England for the “heinous crime.” Sir Thomas More wrote with biting irony 
in his Utopia (1516) at the time of the “embodiment of the free will in prop¬ 
erty ” through the good services of the “primitive accumulation” that 
“sheep are eating men.” Thus the strange appetite of sheep for eating 
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84. Jean-Paul Sartre, Critique of Dialectical Reason. Theory of Practical 
Ensembles, NLB, London, 1976,69-71. Sartre’s emphases. 

85. We must recall that Sartre’s Critique of Dialectical Reason was conceived 
and written in the aftermath of some major upheavals in Eastern Europe, 
particularly in Poland and Hungary. 

86. See my detailed analysis of Sartre’s overall trajectory as a great intellectual 
of the twentieth century in my book The Work of Sartre: Search for 
Freedom, Harvester Press, Brighton, 1979. 

87. Sartre, Critique, 36. Sartre’s emphases. 

88. Sartre, “Itinerary of a Thought,” New Left Review (November-December 
1969): 58-59. 

89. Sartre actually admitted in the 1969 interview that in his most detailed 
interpretation and reconstruction of Flaubert’s life, running into several 
thousands of pages, he had to invent —as if he were writing a novel—the 
person at the center of his monumental inquiry. 

90. Meszaros, The Work of Sartre: Search for Freedom, 86-87. 

91. As he had put it in the first volume of the Critique: “I regard Marxism as 
the untranscendable philosophy for our time, and I believe that the ideol¬ 
ogy of existence, along with its ‘comprehensive’ method, is an enclave 
within Marxism itself, both produced and rejected by Marxism” (822). 

92. See Sartre’s interview by Michel Contat, “Self-Portrait at Seventy,” first 
published in Le Nouvel Ohservateur, June and July 1975. In English repro¬ 
duced in Jean-Paul Sartre, Sartre in the Seventies: Interviews and Essays, 
Andre Deutsch Ltd., London, 1978. See in particular page 60 of this vol¬ 
ume. 

93. See ibid., 59-61. 

94. Although, primarily for political reasons, he tried to qualify in this work the 
retained elements of the existentialist ontological orientation as an “ideo¬ 
logical enclave” only, the truth of the matter is that it was incomparably 
more decisive than just an enclave. 

95. Sartre, Critique, 125. 

96. Ibid., 36. 

97. Ibid., 131-32. 

98. Sartre called himself “marxisant.” 

99. Sartre, Critique, 133. 

100. On the historical problem of antagonistic second-order mediations, see 
sec. 8.6 of The Social Determination of Method. 


STRUCTURE AND HISTORY 


49 1 


101. The perilous implication of certain types of transformations, under the 
irrational and destructive imperatives of uncontrollable capital accumula¬ 
tion, is not that they modify the relationship of human beings to nature— 
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tem, in view of the pursued modality of social metabolic reproduction ori¬ 
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in the form of surplus value asserting itself even under the greater part of 
the monopolistic phase of capitalism. Until, that is, hybridization, with 
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126. In the “eternalizing” ideology of the established mode of production the 
necessary historical limitations of the capital system are denied already at 
the classical phase of political economy (and philosophy) conceived from 
capital’s standpoint, and of course in the most blatant way in the descend¬ 
ing phase of capitalist development. Yet the uncomfortable truth is that in 
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127. Sartre, Sartre in the Seventies , 85. 

128. Herbert Marcuse, “Freedom and the Historical Alternative,” in Marcuse, 
Studies in Critical Philosophy, NLB, London, 1972, 223. 

129. Sartre, “The Maoists in France,” Sartre in the Seventies , 171. 
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sense Marcuse presents the bleakest possible picture by saying that “in 
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